
 
 
AI Data Centers 
 
What is AI? 
Artificial Intelligence - or AI – is a new technology developed by the computer 
industry and drawing major capital investment. The economic benefits of AI 
accrue to the AI companies, which are some of the biggest corporations in the 
U.S. - Google, Amazon, OpenAI, Meta, Microsoft. Meanwhile, the costs of the 
massive resource drains, spikes in air and noise pollution, increased health 
risks, and larger utility bills fall on communities. Democracy is circumvented as 
these AI companies seek to make deals with local governments behind closed 
doors, without community input, without cost impact studies, without sufficient 
regulations, and with tax breaks and other incentives. 
 
What are data centers? 
AI requires massive data centers to power the technology. the The buildout of 
these centers has led to a massive backlash, cutting across lines of region, 
race, income, and political affiliation and providing an organizing opportunity to 
build a mass movement taking on a powerful industry and its political backers. 
 
What are the main concerns local communities have about AI? 
 
Environmental, Energy, and Health Impacts of Data Centers 

• Data center energy use is driving up fossil fuel use and greenhouse gas 
emissions, endangering our shared future. Data center emissions are 
projected to triple by 2035. 

https://biologicaldiversity.org/programs/climate_law_institute/pdfs/DataCrunch_report.pdf
https://biologicaldiversity.org/programs/climate_law_institute/pdfs/DataCrunch_report.pdf
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• Backup diesel and gas turbine generators at data centers are emitting 
toxic air pollutants such as particulate matter and nitrogen oxides, 
leading to a higher incidence of cancer and respiratory and 
cardiovascular disease in adjacent communities, which are 
disproportionately Indigenous, Black, brown, and low-income 
communities. 

• Data centers are driving massive increases in electricity consumption, 
requiring major utility investments to upgrade transmission and 
distribution systems. Data center electricity consumption rose from 1.9 
percent of all U.S. electricity use in 2018 to 4.7 percent in 2024, and is 
projected to grow to 11.8 percent by 2030. However, data centers are 
passing most of the costs of these upgrades on to communities, driving 
up utility bills for everyone. 

• Data centers use large amounts of water to cool their servers, and fossil 
fuel power generation to supply data centers’ massive electricity demand 
also consumes large amounts of water. This increased water usage 
because of the data center buildout is threatening the water supply in 
already water-stressed communities.  

 
AI as a Tool of War  

• Data centers are the material infrastructure that enables the Department 
of War’s AI-first war strategy. Data centers that power AI weaponry and 
military intelligence and surveillance are now considered critical national 
security infrastructure, as President Trump has ramped up an AI 
acceleration strategy for the Department of War. 

• The Pentagon is using AI to decide where to bomb in Iran. It is using a 
program run by tech billionaire Peter Thiel’s company Palantir that uses 
Anthropic’s Claude AI. Palantir uses data centers owned by Microsoft and 
Amazon. 

• The Trump administration is seeking a $1.5 trillion Pentagon budget for FY 
2027. This request includes $54.6 billion for the Defense Autonomous 
Warfare Group (DAWG), which aims to expand the development and use of 
AI-powered killer robots. Rather than subsidizing Big Tech billionaires 
and AI weapons contractors who facilitate U.S. war crimes around the 
globe, Congress should reallocate funding from the Pentagon to human 
needs. 

 
Data Centers, Democracy, and Transparency 

• Data centers are coming into communities under secrecy and non-
disclosure agreements. For example, in Virginia, a hub of data centers, 81 

https://news.vcu.edu/article/northern-virginia-data-center-air-pollution-rivals-power-plant-emissions
https://envirodatagov.org/communities-close-to-epa-regulated-data-centers-face-heightened-air-pollution/
https://envirodatagov.org/communities-close-to-epa-regulated-data-centers-face-heightened-air-pollution/
https://www.energy.gov/documents/united-states-data-center-energy-usage-report-2025-update
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2025-ai-data-centers-electricity-prices/
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2025-ai-data-centers-electricity-prices/
https://www.next10.org/sites/default/files/2026-05/Data-Centers-Water-Use-Report.pdf
https://www.next10.org/sites/default/files/2026-05/Data-Centers-Water-Use-Report.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/12/2003855671/-1/-1/0/ARTIFICIAL-INTELLIGENCE-STRATEGY-FOR-THE-DEPARTMENT-OF-WAR.PDF
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/07/accelerating-federal-permitting-of-data-center-infrastructure/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/07/accelerating-federal-permitting-of-data-center-infrastructure/
https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/12/2003855671/-1/-1/0/artificial-intelligence-strategy-for-the-department-of-war.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/12/2003855671/-1/-1/0/artificial-intelligence-strategy-for-the-department-of-war.pdf
https://www.ibtimes.com/palantirs-ai-powers-us-strikes-iran-war-speeding-kill-chain-first-major-ai-driven-conflict-3800993
https://www.cnbc.com/2024/08/08/palantir-jumps-on-microsoft-partnership-to-sell-ai-to-us-defense.html
https://www.axios.com/2024/11/08/anthropic-palantir-amazon-claude-defense-ai
https://ips-dc.org/fact-sheet-trumps-proposed-1-5-trillion-war-budget-in-three-charts/
https://www.nationalpriorities.org/blog/2026/08/07/54-billion-killer-robots-dawg/
https://www.nationalpriorities.org/blog/2026/08/07/54-billion-killer-robots-dawg/
https://www.nationalpriorities.org/analysis/2026/Medicaid-SNAP-150-Billion-Pentagon/
https://www.nationalpriorities.org/analysis/2026/Medicaid-SNAP-150-Billion-Pentagon/
https://virginiamercury.com/2025/04/30/data-centers-non-disclosure-agreements-and-democracy/
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percent have come under broad NDAs that protect not just “trade 
secrets,” but also “business plans,” which can cover almost anything, 
including community impacts. 

• State and local governments are negotiating massive tax breaks for data 
centers without public input, leading to at least an estimated one billion 
dollars in lost tax revenues (potentially more, because many state and 
local governments don’t disclose sufficient data about revenue losses). 

 
Data Centers, AI, and Jobs 

• Data center proponents claim that they create jobs and economic 
development. However, data centers create very few permanent jobs. 
Most jobs created by data centers are temporary construction jobs, and 
most of these jobs don’t go to local community members. 

• Data center employment claims are highly inflated. The data center 
industry employed an estimated 0.01 percent of U.S. workers in 2024. 
Meanwhile, AI industry leaders openly talk about how their technology 
will eliminate jobs in the future.  

 
Data Center Investment Has a Huge Opportunity Cost 

• On top of consuming large amounts of electricity and water, creating 
serious environmental impacts, and raising utility prices for local 
communities, local and state governments are also handing over 
hundreds of millions of public, taxpayer dollars to the corporations who 
build and manage data centers, while underinvesting in community 
needs.  

• The Institute for Policy Studies found that in Indianapolis, a proposed $395 
million tax break for data centers could instead fund the following:  

o Hire 250 teachers to work in Indianapolis city schools for the next 
15 years to address the teacher shortage and improve child reading 
and math scores;  OR 

o Provide free residential solar panel systems for 12,000 homes in 
Indianapolis to reduce energy costs and help fight climate change; 
OR 

o Fund a third of the City’s housing initiatives over the lifespan of 
these tax breaks per the city’s FY 2027 budget request. These 
initiatives include diversion programs, rapid rehousing programs, 
and services to tenants facing eviction. 

 
 
 

https://goodjobsfirst.org/even-cloudier-with-a-greater-loss-of-spending-control-how-data-center-tax-abatements-undermine-public-budgets/
https://goodjobsfirst.org/even-cloudier-with-a-greater-loss-of-spending-control-how-data-center-tax-abatements-undermine-public-budgets/
https://ncbudget.org/datacenters/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/25/technology/ai-data-centers-electricians.html
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/RB_2601_DataCenterJobs.pdf
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/data-center-power-demands-are-contributing-to-higher-energy-bills
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/data-center-power-demands-are-contributing-to-higher-energy-bills
https://goodjobsfirst.org/even-cloudier-with-a-greater-loss-of-spending-control-how-data-center-tax-abatements-undermine-public-budgets/
https://ips-dc.org/what-could-indianapolis-fund-instead-of-giving-big-tech-395-million-in-tax-breaks-for-data-centers/
https://ips-dc.org/what-could-indianapolis-fund-instead-of-giving-big-tech-395-million-in-tax-breaks-for-data-centers/
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What Can Communities Do? 
This is a high-level list of key interventions that communities can make. For readers 
interested in a deeper dive, here’s a detailed toolkit of policy interventions to protect 
communities from data center development. 

• Ban data centers when the economic, environmental, and health consequences 
outweigh any potential benefit. 

• If passing a ban proves politically impossible, pass a moratorium to study the 
impacts of data centers and develop protective regulations governing zoning 
and siting, water use, and air and noise pollution. The moratorium period must 
be long enough to perform a rigorous study and pass effective regulations, and 
the study and regulation process must be transparent and open to public 
participation. 

• Ban the use of nondisclosure agreements for any project with private benefits 
and public impacts. 

• Require that economic development incentives of any kind be tied to high (and 
verifiable) job creation thresholds, and that the economic development incentive 
award process be subject to meaningful public input. 

• Demand transparency for the public when data centers approach a community 
• Demand public input 
• Pass a moratorium while the costs and benefits can be assessed 

 
If data centers already exist: 
 

• Intervene in regulatory processes in Public Utility Commissions to ensure data 
centers pay for their own energy and water consumption and that no cost is 
passed on to ratepayers. 

• Require data centers to replace polluting diesel or gas turbine generators with 
solar panels and battery storage. 

• Compare the potential costs and benefits of data centers with other uses of 
public resources. 

• Demand detailed environmental and health impact studies of data centers and 
close them if these findings are negative 

 

https://datacenters.ainowinstitute.org/?_gl=1%2Al9ubk3%2A_ga%2AMTU1NjgxMTQ0OC4xNzkxMzg1Njg2%2A_ga_FKQJRSE30T%2AczE3OTEzODU2ODYkbzEkZzEkdDE3OTEzODU3NDkkajYwJGwwJGgw

