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The Urgent Case Against
Data Centers

The Al data center frenzy presents one of the greatest environmental and social
challenges of our generation. Fossil fuels are already warming our climate to
unsustainable levels and threatening our food, water, and health. The data
center boom, driven by rising use of artificial intelligence (Al), is dousing this
fire with gasoline. Energy demand and fossil fuel production are soaring, while
water resources are draining. On top of this, Al threatens significant, long-term
impacts on our society — from lost jobs to social instability to corporate
consolidation. We cannot allow an industry with such significant environmental
and societal impacts to grow unfettered, without a clear regulatory framework.
It’s time to pump the brakes. It’s time for a moratorium on new data centers.

Any Al development must safeguard people and the environment and benefit everyone — not just
the extremely wealthy. Yet the Silicon Valley oligarchs are driving this boom, as they watch their
personal wealth balloon. Their massive political donations fund today’s political chaos, and they are
ready to cash in on their political investments. The Trump administration signals unwavering support
for an unregulated industry that is already disorienting our lives. Meanwhile, Big Tech’s supporters
— including state and local leaders, Democrats and Republicans alike — are going along with the
program.

Beyond the halls of power, however, there is a growing backlash against unregulated Al and the
onslaught of data centers. It's hardly a surprise, given what Big Tech oligarchs claim about the
technology. OpenAl co-founder and CEO Sam Altman said Al would “probably, most likely, sort of
lead to the end of the world. But in the meantime, there will be great companies created with
serious machine learning.”! Tech titan Elon Musk claimed Al and robotics will ultimately “replace all
jobs.” Peter Thiel, co-founder of Palantir, has stated that he does not believe “freedom and
democracy are compatible™ and that technology is an “incredible alternative to politics.™

These predictions come on top of documented harms caused by Al and data centers, which include:

e Enormous energy footprints: A single hyperscale data center can consume as much
energy as 2 million U.S. households.

o Alifeline for fossil fuels: The thirst for fuel is being met by keeping old coal-fired power
plants running and by building new natural gas ones.

e Skyrocketing electricity costs: Increased energy demand can raise residential rates,
which soared 31 percent from 2020 to 2025 (compared to 4 percent from 2015 to 2020).

e Drained water resources: By 2028, Al data centers could use as much water as 18.5
million households, just for cooling their servers.
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¢ An investment bubble: A handful of companies are investing in one another and
increasingly turning to risky debt structures to hide the threat of the bubble.

e Alitany of other harms: This includes massive amounts of electronic waste (e-waste),
unrelenting noise pollution, loss of farmland, political instability from deepfake videos, lost
revenue from data center tax incentives, and child endangerment from Al chatbots.

Technological advances provide mixed societal benefits and harms, and Al is no different. But that
does not mean we must accept the unregulated deployment of this massively extractive and
transformative industry. The detailed harms from the Al boom necessitate an immediate halt to new
data centers, until we create a regulatory framework that fully and adequately addresses these
major issues in a just, equitable, and sustainable way.

A future dominated by Al — and powered by data centers in our backyards — is not inevitable,
despite what Big Tech oligarchs proclaim. And communities are already organizing to fight back and
successfully blocking new and expanding data centers. We can turn back from the Big Tech and Big
Oil path of extraction and destruction, and embrace a future of environmental sustainability, social
cohesion, equity, and justice. A halt to the data center buildout is a key step toward that future.

What Are Data Centers?

Data centers are the brain of the internet: facilities that house and operate computer servers.® They
include conventional servers that store, process, and transmit digital data,® including hosting
websites and online banking.” In recent years, the U.S. has seen rapid growth in specialized Al
servers that train and run Al models.®

Data centers vary significantly by size, capacity, and use. Companies can house their information
technology (IT) infrastructure onsite in their own data centers or rent physical space in colocation

facilities. Companies can also remotely access services at a cloud data center. These centers can
serve millions of customers and are often operated by large tech companies like Amazon, Google,
and Microsoft.®

The largest data centers, called “hyperscalers,” may house 5,000 or more servers across millions of
square feet of building space.’® Al is driving a massive buildout of hyperscalers, with over 500 in the
U.S. alone and another 280 expected by 2028."" By 2030, 70 percent of U.S. data center energy
demand is expected to come from hyperscale facilities.?

The Enormous Energy Footprint of Data Centers

Data centers, especially hyperscalers, consume a mind-boggling amount of energy. In 2020, data
centers consumed an estimated 223 terawatt-hours (TWh) globally — equivalent to the electricity
used by over 21 million U.S. households. Even so, the International Energy Agency predicts that
global energy use will triple from these 2020 levels by 2030, thanks to developments in Al and
cryptocurrency.” In the U.S. alone, annual data center energy demand could hit 580 TWh in 2028
— 12 percent of national demand and equivalent to the energy used by over 55 million U.S.
households.™
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Al technology in particular consumes an incredible amount of energy in every step — from
microchip production to running Al programs.!> Simple text searches on ChatGPT use nearly 10
times as much electricity as a non-Al Google search.!® And creating images is thousands of times
more energy intensive than text searches, sometimes using as much electricity per image created
as it takes to charge your cell phone.!”

Al servers are increasingly housed in hyperscale data centers that can cover hundreds of acres of
land and consume five times more energy than pre-Al data centers.'® Just one hyperscale data
center built for Al can consume as much energy as 100,000 households — and the largest as many
as 2 million households.® In Virginia, a major data center hub, energy demand from data centers
increased 30 percent from 2024 to 2025 alone.?°

Data centers throw a lifeline to the fossil fuel industry

These enormous energy needs foster a partnership between Big Tech and Big Oil. While Big Tech
brushes off Al's eye-popping energy requirements by pointing to renewable energy projects
purportedly in the works, Al expansion is largely fueled by dirty energy sources.?! In the U.S., over
40 percent of energy for data centers comes from natural gas, 24 percent from solar and wind
combined, 20 percent from nuclear, and 15 percent from coal.?

Al expansion is extending the lives of dirty fossil fuel plants.?* According to Reuters, 60 percent of
scheduled retirements for oil, gas, and coal power plants within PJM (the largest power grid
operator in the U.S., serving areas stretching from Washington, D.C. to Chicago) were postponed or
cancelled in 2025.%

Here are some more examples of Al's big giveaway to dirty energy:

e Coal: In Salt Lake City, Utah, lawmakers and utility executives cut back investments in
renewable energy in favor of extending the lives of soon-to-be decommissioned coal plants
to power new data centers.? Similar situations are occurring in Georgia, Virginia, and
Wisconsin.26

e Natural gas: Over 220 natural gas facilities are under development in the U.S., driven in
part by demand from data centers.?’ In Louisiana, a utility company plans to open its first
new natural gas plants in 50 years to power Meta’s planned 4-million-square-foot data
center.?® Utility companies in Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia plan to
open 20 gigawatts (GW) worth of new natural gas generation plants by 2040, primarily to
meet data center demand.”

¢ Nuclear: Nuclear is a dangerous, expensive energy source producing radioactive waste
that plagues generations to come.*° Yet Big Tech is reviving nuclear infrastructure, including
a section of the Three Mile Island nuclear plant in Pennsylvania that will power Microsoft
data centers.’! Near Cedar Rapids, lowa, NextEra Energy plans to reopen a closed nuclear
plant as early as 2028 to supply power for Al data centers.3?
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Clearly, Big Tech needs Big Oil to power data center expansion — just as much as Big Oil needs
Big Tech to justify the continued burning of fossil fuels.

Data centers raise household energy costs

Utility companies often base electricity prices on the average cost of providing electricity to all
consumers within the grid. So, when an industrial user like a data center comes online and taps into
the shared grid, utilities may pass along some of the costs from the massive infrastructure buildout
to all users — including residents, who already pay higher electricity rates than industrial users.33
Utilities themselves compete to attract data centers, but can raise rates on captive residential
customers.3* This often results in data centers receiving electricity under special, preferential
contracts that subsidize data center rates by raising residential electricity rates.®

According to a report by PowerLines, U.S. electric and gas utilities requested $31 billion in rate
increases in 2025 — double what they requested in 2024 .3 Grid expansion costs can raise these
prices for all residents.?” In fact, average residential electricity prices in the U.S. soared 31 percent
from 2020 to 2025, compared to just 4 percent from 2015 to 2020.%

Moreover, power plants can’t come online fast enough to fuel this growth.?* Data centers in New
York State are seeking more than 9,000 megawatts (MW) of new demand — about 1.5 times the
power consumption of every household in the state in 2024.4° Georgia Power predicts that energy
sales will almost double by the early 2030s, largely driven by data centers.*' This steep demand
increase can raise residential electricity costs — regardless of whether the new data centers pull
from the grid or not.*

The “bring your own power” delusion

Federal regulators and utility coalitions seek to fast-track the permitting of data centers that directly
source electricity, such as those powered by new power plants or built next to existing ones.** More
data centers are opting for off-grid electricity to benefit from this regulatory fast-track.** And data
center proponents often conflate self-powering with self-paying, suggesting that it protects
households from rate increases.*’

However, electricity markets are not so simple. Reducing consumption is often one of the easiest
ways to reduce electricity bills; meanwhile, raising consumption increases the price level of
electricity production.¢ Even data centers that are reportedly powered by new renewable energy
sources are in fact sucking up renewables that, if connected to the grid, would allow for the closure
of expensive fossil fuel generating units.*’

Moreover, when a power plant pulls out of the grid, in most cases it no longer pays for the
infrastructure that once connected it to the market.* Instead, the remaining utility customers are left
paying for old transmission wires that were built to support those power plants, on top of potentially
new transmission infrastructure to fill in the gaps.* The utility company Exelon claims that
exempting a 480 MW co-located customer from their grid usage would pass $121 million per year in
costs to residential customers ($25.57 per household served).*°

The exit of large power plants from the grid can contribute to a network “death spiral.”!' The fixed
costs of now-obsolete infrastructure are shared among a decreasing number of customers, as those
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capable of leaving do so (either by going off-grid or moving manufacturing to another region).>?
Death spirals can also occur when data centers stop buying power, leaving behind excess
transmission capacity that will be paid for by remaining ratepayers.>?

Data centers threaten grid reliability

The CEO of the North American Electric Reliability Corporation — the utility-founded, non-
governmental organization overseeing grid reliability — warned in October 2025 that the rising
electricity demand from Al data centers is a “five-alarm fire” for reliability.>* The power demands of
data centers can fluctuate by hundreds of megawatts in a matter of seconds,> making it difficult to
forecast demand and balance the grid.’®* When power lines are used above their capacity, the
system overheats and causes fires; and when demand exceeds supply, cascading blackouts
occur.”’ According to a Bloomberg investigation, households located near data centers experience
more volatile power frequency, which can strain the grid and damage appliances, adding up to
billions in property damage.*®

There are already concerns about the risk of rolling blackouts in PJM’s service area.’® In 2025, it
experienced the highest energy demand in 14 years and issued a growing number of “Level 1”
energy emergency alerts.®® Grid managers in Texas and Virginia have reported multiple large
fluctuations linked to data centers that risk cascading blackouts.®' Nevertheless, data center
operators are fighting back against requirements that would require them to shut down during
periods of energy scarcity.5?

The Water Impacts of Data Centers

Water is another resource under threat from the data center boom. The amount of water consumed
by data centers more than tripled from 2014 to 2023.83 By 2028, U.S. data centers could use as
many as 720 billion gallons of water each year just to cool Al servers. This is equal to over 1 million
Olympic-size swimming pools — or enough water to meet the indoor needs of 18.5 million American
households.®*

Computer equipment generates heat as electricity flows through components, with central
processing units (CPUs) and graphics processing units (GPUs) operating at very high
temperatures.®® For example, NVIDIA's H100 chip (200,000 of which trained Elon Musk’s Grok3 Al
model) runs an average temperature of 188 degrees Fahrenheit.?¢ Continuously operating at high
temperatures can accelerate the wear and damage of components and ultimately shorten their
lifespans.5”

Data center infrastructure uses fresh water for cooling, often relying on evaporation to transfer heat.
One study estimated that training OpenAl’s product, GPT-3, may have evaporated over 700,000
liters of fresh water — the equivalent of over 11,000 showers in the U.S.8 Another study estimates
that GPT-4 uses as much as three 16.9-ounce bottles of water just to generate a 100-word email.®°

Data centers need clean, treated water to avoid mineral blockages and bacterial growth in pipes,’°
and they can only reuse water a handful of times for these reasons.”’ Most of this freshwater is not
discharged back into the environment. As of 2024, just 21 percent of water used in Google’s data
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centers was discharged.”? Everything else data centers use is either lost to evaporation (meaning it
doesn’t reenter the local water system) or dumped into the sewer for treatment at local facilities.”?

Some industry leaders tout their use of closed-loop cooling systems that “consume zero water”’#
(“‘consume” in this context means that none of the water withdrawn is discharged back into the
environment). However, this is just clever advertising. Closed-loop systems use either air cooling
(requiring giant fans) or evaporation to some degree, and it is not uncommon for them to lose 25
percent of their water volume per month.”s

Closed-loop systems also suffer from bacterial growth that can cause equipment to corrode, adding
to maintenance costs.”® Moreover, the cocktail of chemicals added to reduce corrosion and other
issues will eventually be released when the water systems are flushed, consuming more water and
posing water quality concerns.’” Finally, closed-loop systems that rely on air cooling end up
consuming more energy as a tradeoff, especially in hot climates.”®

But all of this is just a drop in the bucket compared to the water that’'s consumed when generating
the electricity used to power data centers — accounting for around 71 percent of a data center’s
water footprint.”® Cooling processes used in natural gas and nuclear power generation consume
enormous amounts of water — 600 and 2,000 times as much water per megawatt of energy
produced, respectively, compared to wind power.8° A federal report estimated that in 2023, through
power generation alone, U.S. data centers indirectly consumed over 200 billion gallons of water —
enough to fill over 300,000 Olympic swimming pools.?’

Water quality concerns

Water withdrawn to cool data centers can lower water levels from the source, impacting fish and
other aquatic life.82 Although data centers can use non-freshwater sources, such as salty or
reclaimed water, these inputs must be purified first — an energy- and water-intensive process
itself.83

Shockingly, around two-thirds of the U.S. data centers built since 2022 are in water-stressed
regions.84 In the Phoenix, Arizona area, drought conditions — exacerbated by data center demand
— have led some homebuilders to pause construction. In Richmond County, North Carolina,
residents are pushing back against Amazon’s 800-acre data center project, citing existing issues
with dry wells and poor water quality that force many to rely on bottled water.2> In Newton County,
Georgia, residents reported dry taps following Meta’s nearby data center development, while a
recent report warns that the county is on track for a water deficit by 2030.8¢

Data centers raise residential water rates

Data centers don't just raise household energy bills — they also drive up water costs. And here too,
residents often pay higher rates than industrial users. In water-stressed Mesa, Arizona, a 2019 deal
between the city and Google had the tech giant paying just $6.08 per 1,000 gallons of water for data
center use, while residents paid $10.80 per 1,000 gallons.?” In Newton Country, Georgia, water
costs are expected to rise 33 percent from 2025 to 2027 (compared to the usual 2 percent annual
increase).®®
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Data Centers’ Benefits Flow to the Wealthy and Powerful —
at Everyone Else’s Peril

The rapid Al rollout may be ushering in a speculative stock market bubble, similar to the 2000s dot-
com bust and the 2008 global financial crisis.?® Investment in data centers and related software
accounted for nearly all of the growth in the U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) in the first half of
2025.7° Meanwhile, Al companies secured hundreds of billions of dollars in debt in 2025 alone while
requiring an additional $6.7 trillion in capital investments to meet projected demand for computing
power by 2030.°!

The Al-led stock market gains are inflated by yet-to-materialize profits. Disturbingly, it seems that
U.S. regulators have not learned from the past, as they aim to deregulate the tech industry (just as
they deregulated banks leading up to the 2008 crisis).”? For example, the Trump administration’s
2025 executive order on data centers aims for a “minimally burdensome national policy framework
for AL."3

In fact, Big Tech is turning to the same financial instruments used in the lead-up to the dot-com bust
and the 2008 financial crash. This includes circular financing. Microsoft invested over $13 billion in
OpenAl from 2019 through 2023, and OpenAl sent much of this back to Microsoft to buy cloud
computing power for its Al models.®* Other examples abound.®® More eyebrow-raising deals include
one where OpenAl — with an annual recurring revenue of around $13 billion in 2025 — committed
$60 billion per year to Oracle in exchange for use of its cloud computing facilities. Oracle — with a
debt-to-equity ratio of 500 percent — still needs more funding to build them. Once built, Oracle’s
cloud facilities will require an additional 4.5 GW of grid capacity — more power than is generated by
two Hoover dams or four nuclear power plants.®®

Another alarming resurgence is commercial-mortgage-backed securities (CMBSs) — loans on
commercial properties that are turned into tradable assets.®” As of mid-2025, the investment
company Blackstone had plans to use $3.4 billion in CMBSs to refinance debt held by QTS, the
largest Al infrastructure company in the U.S. The deal is made up of bonds backed by ten data U.S.
data centers and is larger than all other data center-backed CMBSs deals combined in 2024 .8

Tech companies are even financing the boom through special purpose vehicles (SPVs), which
played a major role in Enron’s balance sheets prior to that company’s infamous collapse in 2001.%°
Companies set up SPVs as new legal entities that borrow money on their behalf, enabling
companies to keep the debt off their balance sheets. Meta set up an SPV to finance a $27 billion
data center in Louisiana.!”” Google, CoreWeave, and xAl also have or plan to use SPVs to borrow
large sums of money.!°' Companies like CoreWeave are even using their microchips as collateral
for multi-billion dollar loans'®? — a risky move for lenders given that chip values drop precipitously
when new technologies emerge. %3

Who will pay for an Al bust?

Relying on exotic, under-regulated financial instruments is risky for the firms involved. But it also
raises alarm bells that the public may be on the hook to bail out the tech industry, if and when the
bubble bursts.
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The Trump administration — known for its deregulation and backdoor deals with cryptocurrency
companies and assets!? — is taking steps to fund the Al and data center rollout with public dollars.
In August 2025, the administration pledged an $8.9 billion government investment in Intel’s common
stock to expand domestic semiconductor manufacturing.'® And OpenAl — facing $1.4 trillion in
computing costs over the next eight years while receiving just $13 billion in revenue each year —
may court the Trump administration to help fund its computing costs by cutting the cost of
financing.1%®

There is also fear that the public may be on the hook for bailing out Al companies following a crash.
David Sacks — Trump’s “Al and crypto czar” — was a prominent voice in support of a federal
government rescue after the 2023 crash of Silicon Valley Bank. The government ultimately
backstopped $175 billion in the bank’s deposits.!?” Finally, many warn of the possible impacts of an
Al bubble crash on retirement accounts and the economy as a whole.!'*

Aiding the tech oligarchy

In the end, the public bears these risks so that major tech companies can seek even more riches
and further consolidate the market. The largest tech companies are experiencing record earnings.
Meta raked in record-high revenue and profit in the last quarter of 2025 — $59.9 billion and $22.8
billion, respectively.'” Microsoft saw final quarter profits increase by 60 percent between 2024 and
2025.11% In 2025, Nvidia, Microsoft, Apple, Alphabet (Google), and Amazon were the top five
companies in the S&P 500 Index, making up nearly 30 percent of the entire index.'""

This translates into even more riches for the tech oligarchy. Seven of the 10 richest people in the
world are U.S.-based tech leaders, and many have seen their personal wealth increase even more
in the Al boom. Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg’s wealth grew more than three times over from 2023 to
2025, reaching $216 billion. The wealth levels of both Elon Musk (xAl) and Jeff Bezos (Amazon)
nearly doubled over the same two years, reaching $342 billion and $215 billion, respectively. The
remaining tech oligarchs among the 10 richest people — Oracle’s Larry Ellison, Google’s Larry
Page and Sergey Bin, and Microsoft's Steve Balmer — all saw their personal fortunes increase by
at least 46 percent from 2023 to 2025.112

But with so much investment flying around, even smaller Al developers are amassing personal
fortunes. As of March 2025, the combined stakes of 15 founders of four Al startups had
accumulated to $38 billion.'"3

Data Centers Disrupt Communities and Provide Few Long-Term Jobs

Local effects from Big Tech’s ambitions go beyond electricity and water costs. The construction and
operation of data centers cause significant disruption to communities, impacting the quality of life for
residents. Data center construction involves extensive tree clearing and foundation work, followed
by building construction and equipment installation.™* Construction drives up vehicle traffic (and
accidents). One resident of Abilene, Texas saw her 10-minute commute stretch to nearly two hours
due to traffic congestion from a nearby data center project.'"® In rural Louisiana, Meta’s construction
of “the world’s largest data center” coincided with a 600 percent increase in traffic crashes in just
one year.""® The crashes and heavy truck traffic also forced a local playground to close.'”
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Data centers continue to interfere with daily life after construction. Roughly one-third of Virginia data
centers are located within 200 feet of homes."'® Their noisy cooling systems create headaches for
nearby communities and disrupt their sleep.!'® Residents in Loudon County, Virginia, a data center
epicenter, liken the constant buzzing of data centers to a big fan or lawn mower running 24 hours a
day, even with their windows closed.’?°

Data center campuses are also an unavoidable blight on the landscape: massive, often “ugly”
industrial complexes that people don’t want in their backyards.'?! Their footprints are
incomprehensibly huge. A proposed data center in South Whitehall Township, Pennsylvania would
include six buildings spread across 410 acres (the size of 100 Walmart supercenters).'?> An
expansion of a Meta data center in Louisiana would reportedly increase the facility’s footprint to
nearly the size of Manhattan.'?® Across the U.S., prime agricultural land is being rezoned to
accommodate this data center growth.'?* And to feed their insatiable hunger, grid operators are
approving massive electric transmission projects that run hundreds of miles through communities
and historic areas,'?5 with towers reaching 185 feet or more'?¢ (taller than portions of Niagara
Falls).'?’

Air pollution

Data centers rely on backup generators more than any other type of development, with some
housing hundreds of generators.'?® Diesel generators emit harmful pollutants like nitrogen oxides
(NOx) at levels 200 to 600 times higher per unit of electricity produced compared to newer gas
plants.’?® NOx, along with additional hazardous air pollutants like carbon monoxide and particulate
matter, contribute to smog'3? and exacerbate childhood asthma cases and elderly cognitive
decline.'¥' Nevertheless, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in 2025 clarified that data
centers may run such backup generators for up to 50 hours per year, to reduce peak demand on
the energy grid.”*? In June 2025, generators from data centers in Virginia’s Loudon County released
so much air pollution that it was visible as “black smoke.”'33 Such air pollution can travel across
state lines, exacerbating asthma and costing millions in public health costs.'3*

Data centers’ local impacts often fall hardest on already disadvantaged communities. In Shelby
County, Tennessee, Elon Musk’s xAl Colossus data center can reportedly emit between 1,200 and
2,000 tons of NOx annually from 35 unpermitted, on-site “temporary” gas turbines,3® pollution that
has an estimated annual public health cost of $160 million."*® Peak nitrogen dioxide levels near the
site rose by nearly 80 percent, raising significant public health concerns in a neighborhood with
cancer rates four times the national average.'®’ The surrounding communities are economically
disadvantaged and already lead the state in asthma-related emergency department visits.'38 The
situation prompted the NAACP to issue an “intent-to-sue” to the data center’s owner, xAl.13°

Empty revenue and job promises

State and local officials may court Big Tech’s data centers for their promised tax revenue — but the
race to offer data centers the most generous and inventive subsidies cuts into this. A proposed 500
MW data center in Genesee County, New York plans to build on land that the state paid millions of
dollars in public money to prepare, and the company will likely receive property tax exemptions on

top of that.'0 In Wisconsin, data centers can create tax increment districts that shift the cost of
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building roads, water pipes, and other infrastructure to localities while denying them local property
tax revenue.'#’

Most states with data centers offer these facilities exemptions on sales and use tax. In fiscal year
2025, Virginia lost $1.6 billion in tax revenue from data centers under this exemption,'4> and in
2024, Georgia lost $450 million.'** The sales and use tax exemption alone could amount to billions
in lost revenue nationally each year.'44

Data centers secure these tax incentives on the promise of economic growth and job creation. But
long-term employment growth at the centers is minimal, creating relatively few permanent positions
once construction is complete. In 2021, a Microsoft data center in lllinois received more than $38
million in state sales tax exemptions but created only 20 permanent jobs, according to a CNBC
report.’® A Business Insider analysis found that even the largest data centers typically employ
fewer than 150 permanent workers, with some employing as few as 25.146

In total, as few as 23,000 people nationally worked in data centers as of 2024 (0.01 percent of all
jobs), according to a recent Food & Water Watch (FWW) analysis.'#” Moreover, these jobs don’t
come cheaply. FWW found that from 2020 to 2025, Virginia’s data centers created just one
permanent job per every $54 million invested — 168 times more than what it costs to create one
permanent non-data center job ($322,000) (see Fig. 1).14®

Fig. 1: Data Center Investments Don't Pay Out
Virginia's data centers created one permanent job for every $54 million invested from 2020-2025
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Number of permanent jobs created
by $54M in data center investment

Number of permanent jobs created
by $54M in non-data center investment
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E-waste

Today’s data center investments will inevitably become tomorrow’s obsolete assets — exacerbating
the e-waste problem. Servers last only around five years,'#® while microchips last just one to three
years.’® And yet, since 2010, e-waste generation worldwide grew five times faster than recycling
efforts.’®' High-income countries often ship their e-waste to developing countries, and less than 25
percent gets recycled globally; the rest lands in toxic dumps or is funneled into illegal trading
routes.’®? Workers handling e-waste are routinely exposed to heavy metals like lead, mercury, and
cadmium, which are linked to a host of health harms from neurodevelopmental impairments to
cancer.'®?

Societal Harms From Unregulated Al

While data centers have significant impacts on people and the environment and provide little
benefit, the unregulated Al boom they support is also disrupting society. These disruptions range
from job losses to child endangerment to the undermining of democracy. None of these impacts are
addressed with a comprehensive regulatory framework.

Job losses

A mere 6 percent of workers believe that Al will create long-term job opportunities, while the majority
worry about how Al will impact the workplace.'®* Big Tech executives do little to curb these fears.
OpenAl CEO Sam Altman boasted that Al can already do the work of entry-level workers, while
Tesla CEO Elon Musk claimed that work will be optional in as few as 10 years.'®® Speculations on
U.S. job displacement vary wildly, from 1 to 2 percent over the next 20 years to one quarter by
2030.1%6

Job displacement may already be occurring. Jobs reliant on analytical or administrative skills —
such as financial clerks or data entry keyers — are more exposed to Al than those reliant on hands-
on mechanical skills, such as nurses or maintenance workers.'®” Younger tech workers may be
disproportionately impacted, facing increased unemployment rates compared to other sectors and
ages.’® If Al reduces entry-level roles, there is a risk that this next generation of workers will not be
trained, leading to alienation.'>® Moreover, tech companies are already laying off workers to focus
on Al growth. In October 2025, Amazon attributed 14,000 planned layoffs to a need to “organize
more leanly” in order to fully invest in Al, following the moves of other companies like Salesforce,
Duolingo, and Lufthansa.’®?

Displacement is not inevitable, however. A recent study from the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) found that 95 percent of companies are getting zero return from Al investments,
and adoption remains low among mid- to small-sized companies.'®' Al has become a convenient
scapegoat for companies looking to lay off workers, offloading the responsibility onto faceless
technology.'®? Ultimately, company executives will make the final decisions to eliminate positions,
and there is still time to choose human innovation over faulty technology.

Copyright infringement and data privacy

Data privacy and online safety are additional casualties in Big Tech’s race to develop Al. Large
generative Al models are trained on as much information as the company can obtain, including text,

FOOD &
WATER
11




The Urgent Case Against Data Centers FOODANDWATERWATCH.ORG

images, and other assets scraped from the internet or purchased from third parties.'®® A huge trove
of copyrighted materials has been swept up into the training models, some of which were obtained
from pirated websites.'®* Dozens of lawsuits have been filed across the country relating to copyright
infringement, including high-profile cases brought by The New York Times, Getty Images, and
Disney.'®® Ironically, even as Big Tech looks to use Al to replace workers, the technology would go
nowhere without sucking up as much human-made work as possible.

More insidious, though, are the data that generative Al collects on all of us. Any public information
not behind a paywall may be caught up in data scraping, including voter registration data, public
social media profiles, and personal blogs.'®® This even includes personal identifying information of
both adults and children, such as passport photos, credit card numbers, and sociodemographic
information.’®” Companies also use proprietary data from their own sites — like Google searches,
Facebook and Instagram shares, Amazon purchases, and ChatGPT message logs — to train their
Al models.'®® Some Al models have even been trained on private medical records and leaked or
hacked materials.'®® Without regulation protecting our data, much of this scraping is entirely out of
our control.

Child endangerment

While regulators dawdle, children are already using Al models, with over 70 percent of teens
reporting communicating with an Al chatbot.'”® In August 2025, 44 state attorneys general sent a
letter to major tech companies condemning them for an alleged “inability or apathy toward basic
obligations to protect children.”'”" This followed reporting on Meta’s internal policies permitting
romantic or sexual conversations between children and the company’s Al chatbots — which would
be illegal if an adult were on the other end.'”? The attorneys general point out these structural and
systemic problems inherent in Al chatbots.'”3

Parents are filing lawsuits alleging that Al companies lack safeguards to properly address mental
health conversations.’”* Children may trust Al bots when they express human-like empathy,
struggling more than adults to distinguish between robot and human.’”® However, no matter how
much chatbots emulate humans, they are not human and fail to understand risks properly.'”® This
results in bots that encourage self-harm or violence and fail to promptly redirect users to real mental
health services."”” Such dangerous technology cannot be allowed to continue operating unabated,
especially as companies show callous disregard for their users’ safety.

Information disorder

In an increasingly online society, Al threatens the contours of reality itself as it amplifies
misinformation and disinformation. A McKinsey survey found that 30 percent of companies fact-
check just 20 percent or less of the materials being churned out by AL.'"8 This is extremely
concerning, as Al has no understanding of or obligation to the truth. In response to a question, Al
models respond with the most likely string of words, regardless of accuracy. This leads to inaccurate
or omitted information, false citations, and incorrect links.'”®

It's a problem so pervasive that it has its own technical term: Al hallucination.’® NewsGuard found
that this problem is only worsening. When asked in August 2025 about current events, the top ten Al
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models repeated false information 35 percent of the time, up from 18 percent a year prior. The
models now prioritize any response, correct or not, over accuracy.'®’

This is a dire threat to society. Democracy rests on a shared understanding of truth and reality. Al
threatens to amplify disinformation and erode our sense of understanding. During the peak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, Al bots spread false conspiracy theories, undermining public health
authorities and drowning out facts.'® The 2020 election saw the rise of “deepfakes”: Al output that
mimics a person’s likeness and voice and that’s used to claim that an individual said something they
never did.'®3 Deepfakes of political figures pose massive threats to elections, threatening to
undermine voters’ trust in the democratic process.'®* Trump’s White House has leaned into this,
posting defamatory and racist imagery of Democratic leaders.'® But when we can no longer believe
what we see or hear, we lose our grasp on a shared reality.

Communities Are Fighting Back Against Data Centers

While Al data center companies spend billions of dollars to roll out their vision of the future, people
across the country are organizing and fighting back to protect their communities.

According to the nonprofit group Data Center Watch, as of March 2025, local activism has delayed
or blocked around $64 billion in data center projects across the country.'8 Opposition is brewing
wherever data centers are taking root:

e In September 2025, commissioners in Hampden Township, Pennsylvania rejected a zoning
ordinance that would have allowed data centers in office parks, following public pressure
from community members and groups like FWW.'87 And in November 2025 — following
fierce opposition from over 100 organized residents packed into the meeting room —
supervisors for Pennsylvania’s Hazle Township unanimously rejected a land application for
a proposed 15-building, 1,280-acre data center.'8

e In January 2026, hundreds of residents flooded City Hall in Monterey Park, California to
protest data center development, in response to a proposed 250,000-square-foot data
center in a local business park. Residents kept the meeting going past midnight, ultimately
getting the city council to commit to draft a proposal for a 45-day ban on data center
development.'®

e Residents in Charles City County, Virginia organized against a proposed data center,
opposing its potential impacts on their way of life as well as on local wildlife and
ecosystems. The developer pulled its plan in August 2025, before county supervisors could
vote for the project, citing local opposition.'®°

e In October 2025, White County, Indiana became the third county in the state to approve a
moratorium on data centers, following months of public opposition to a local project.’®! That
same month, Stark County, Indiana announced a moratorium on large hyperscale data
centers, making it the fourth county in the state. Officials in both counties are looking to
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block large projects while they review guidelines, while Stark County officials are
considering making theirs a permanent ban.'%?

e In August 2025, St. Charles, Missouri became the first city in the U.S. to issue a one-year
moratorium on data centers. The city council’s unanimous decision'®? followed widespread
pushback by over 5,500 residents on the secretive “Project Cumulus” data center project.
The lack of transparency surrounding the project was so great that the end user was never
disclosed.%

Al enthusiasts fear state requlation

The Trump administration and some members of Congress seek to limit states’ ability to halt Al and
data center expansion. In December 2025, Trump issued an executive order that threatens to cut
funding for states with “onerous” Al rules and directs the U.S. Department of Justice to challenge
state Al laws."®® Trump signed the order despite strong opposition from members of his own party,
and experts say the order wrongly attempts to restrict state powers without Congressional action. %
In Congress, some lawmakers have tried to shoehorn in state preemption through annual spending
and defense bills.'®” The efforts faced strong pushback in the Senate and from 36 state Attorney
Generals, who signed a letter condemning these efforts.%8

These federal power grabs come on the heels of several state bills addressing Al’s risks to society
and data center impacts. A Colorado bill that went into effect in February 2026 regulates the use of
“high risk” Al in sensitive sectors — like hiring, housing, lending, and healthcare — to prevent
algorithmic discrimination. Notably, it gives customers the right to appeal or correct data, with
potential penalties up to $20,000 per violation under unfair trade practices.'® In January 2026, bills
went into effect in states like Texas and California that likewise address responsible and transparent
use of Al.2%° According to one analysis, more than 40 states considered 267 data center-related bills
in 2025. Nearly half addressed energy use, while others addressed tax policy and water
governance.?"!

Conclusion: We Need a Moratorium on New and Expanding Data
Centers

The well-documented harms of Al data centers cannot be resolved with piecemeal regulations or
vague promises from Al enthusiasts of a utopian future. Nothing short of a halt to the data center
rollout will suffice until a comprehensive regulatory framework is developed to ensure that people
and the environment are fully protected — and that technological advancements benefit everyone,
not just a handful of extremely powerful people. Food & Water Watch is calling for:

e An immediate moratorium on data centers at the federal, state, and local levels;

e The development of a regulatory framework for data centers that fully protects people and
the environment;
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e The development of a regulatory framework for Al that addresses the distribution of
economic benefits, copyright, jobs, data privacy, protections for children, protections
against deep fakes, impacts on democracy, and other issues;

e Astop to any and all efforts to preempt local control of Al data centers at the federal or
state level; and

e An end to all federal, state, and local subsidies for Al data centers.
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