
centers,” can be millions of square feet and consume more power and water than medium-sized cities. 
Water is used in data centers in order to cool equipment that heats up as it performs its computing tasks.
Their impact on water use is compounded in states like Alabama, where many of our power plants also 
use water to generate electricity.

Not all data centers are built to support emerging AI technologies, but the massive investment and buildout in
hyperscale data centers is driven by risky investments in AI, often financed by debt. Data centers use water
and electricity to cool their computer components. These components are running nearly 24/7, and require
even more water and power to cool.

With the rapid advances and uses of emerging AI technologies, data center projects are popping up all across
the Southeast, including here in Alabama. These facilities require hundreds of acres of land and buildings to

house vast amounts of computers requiring unprecedented amounts of energy and water to operate.

DATA CENTERS IN ALABAMA

Simply speaking, data centers are large buildings that store
computer hardware. This hardware can be used for things like
data storage or for artificial intelligence (AI). Depending on the
scale and type of computing in these buildings, they can use vast
amounts of electricity and water. 

The largest of these data centers, called “hyperscale data 

WHAT IS A DATA CENTER?

KNOWN IMPACTS OF DATA CENTERS
Higher household water and energy bills for communities
More water scarcity 
Increased water, air and noise pollution which increase rates of respiratory diseases and
cardiovascular conditions, as well as elevated cancer risks
Negative health impacts such as hearing loss, stress, insomnia and decreased quality of life
Increased risks for children, developing fetuses, pregnant people, elderly and individuals
with chronic respiratory or cardiovascular disease
Disproportionate focus of public resources on data centers, limiting opportunities for
economic development without major impacts to public health

OPEN LOOP VS. CLOSED LOOP
Data centers typically use one of two methods for cooling
their computers. Open loop systems are simpler and
cheaper, but less efficient. Closed loop systems are more
expensive, and use less water. However, these closed loop
systems still consume water.
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Because our state does NOT have a statewide water plan, we have 
no way to allocate water between competing uses, and no way to ensure 

that everyone has water during times of shortage.

Cities and counties that have zoning authority can impose restrictions on data centers. They can
require closed-loop cooling systems that can reduce water use, prohibit on-site generation of
electricity using fossil fuels, and ensure citizens have input on data center development through
meaningful public hearings. 

First, check our Data Centers in Alabama Map to see if your municipality has a zoning
ordinance. If not, urge your elected officials to adopt one.
If there is a data center proposal in your community, identify opportunities for participation
before the proposed data center is approved. Will a public hearing be held for rezoning or for a
variance required? If so, take this opportunity to express your concerns and to share this
resource with other community members. Need help organizing? Reach out to Alabama
Rivers Alliance to see if we can help!
Next, reference nuisance control ordinances (rules for limiting noise, light, and vibrations),
or other zoning laws that would restrict new data centers in your municipality.
Ask developers how they plan to cool the facility. While closed loop systems use less water
than open-loop, they still may require significant infrastructure upgrades for drinking water or
wastewater utilities. Find out who will pay for these upgrades, and whether they will offer
binding commitments to pay for infrastructure upgrades.
Advocate for limiting the use of fossil fuels in both everyday operations and generator
backups. Using fossil fueled power sources also uses water. Certain electric power plants, like
those that use coal or gas, use water to generate electricity through steam turbines. Encourage
decision makers and developers to utilize renewable energy sources that do not use water, like
wind turbines or solar panels.

TRANSPARENCY & NON DISCLOSURE AGREEMENTS
Many of the companies in the data center space are not AI or technology companies – they are
property developers. Some of these companies require local elected officials, utilities, or
landowners to sign non-disclosure agreements (NDA) to shield their projects from public view,
and hide vital information from homeowners and concerned community members.

WHY SHOULD WE CARE?
The main concern with data centers and water use in Alabama is not that one data center
alone will seriously impact local water supplies, but that multiple data centers located close
together could add up to have a BIG impact on water. 

WHAT CAN WE DO???

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOUR ELECTED OFFICIALS
Where will the water to cool these facilities come from?
Who is providing the electricity and at what cost?
Who will pay for the necessary infrastructure upgrades for water and power?
What will the economic benefits really look like?
How will data center developers and elected officials protect residents? 

https://alrivers.maps.arcgis.com/apps/instant/sidebar/index.html?appid=82f66afee66f4f3ab0df8d13765326cf
https://alabamarivers.org/data-centers-map
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