I had lunch with a group of elected officials last week, and after finishing lunch, I reflected on what was discussed.  I concluded that rapid change is on its way, which will affect even our remote Town of  Highlands, as well as all of Western North Carolina, and, for that matter, the entire world.
The discussion began with my good friend, Tim Redford, the mayor of Murphy, sharing with the group information he got from a Tennessee Valley Authority meeting.  Murphy is right next to some TVA major operations.
The TVA folks are focused on the significant demand for the power supply in the immediate future.  Much of that emerging demand comes from the need for huge power resources in the drive to develop the AI industry. 
The 1990s saw the United States' industry and businesses lead the way in dot-com technologies throughout the world.  This dominance in technology drove the growth of the American economy.  The next major drive is AI, and China and other countries are in a race with America to be the leader.  TVA is a major provider of power for a large part of the country, and it is very aware of the power demand that AI technology will require.
TVA just announced they are moving forward with developing nuclear power plants to meet this growing power demand.  The demand is on two fronts: AI production and our increasing demands for more electricity for personal and business use.  For example, electric cars may put a tremendous demand on the utility grid.  Sallie and I are a case in point, too.  We have just installed a heat pump at our house that will provide air conditioning in the summer and heat on mild winter days.  We did not jettison our gas central heating unit.  Conversions to electric power incur planning and costs.
So, how will this nuclear power be generated, by large plants like we have next to us in South Carolina?  No, they take too long to construct and are unbelievably expensive to build.  Case in point was the abandoned half-built nuclear plant that Santi Cooper tried several years ago, only to walk away and leave billions on the table.
TVA is developing a fast-track schedule to build small, modular nuclear reactors (SMRs).  The best way to describe an SMR is to imagine several smaller reactors working together in line to produce power.  This design is safer than the old, traditional large reactor systems and does not generate the same amount of nuclear waste.
Given the demand for AI, the rapid construction of new SMR plants is essential.  For instance, TVA expects to get approval for building an SMR plant by early 2027.  If you think the US is moving fast in constructing SMR plants, so are China and other countries. 
Another benefit is that SMR plants can be powered by reprocessed nuclear fuel waste from existing larger plants.  Additionally, they will not emit CO2 into the atmosphere, unlike coal and natural gas power plants.  If a reactor fails, the accident can be contained to the small plant site.
These rapid changes in the energy sector will impact Highlands.  We will have to enter a new wholesale power contract in the next four years.  The electricity landscape of the last contract we signed 20 years ago will be totally different.  I thought those wholesale power rates were highway back then.  Now they may look very attractive, and the town may be fortunate to negotiate a similar deal.
Spoiler alert: I have real concerns about how AI will impact humanity, but those concerns cannot be addressed by ignoring this emerging technology.  The question I ask is, can we address the potential harmful outcomes and embrace the positive benefits that could transform our lives as we know them now?  We are entering perilous and yet wonderful times.
