
No 
Buildout 
For 
Billionaires

polIcy MeMo

A Local GuiDe to 
StopPing, SlowiNg, 
and RestricTing Data 
Center ExpansioN



2	 Data Centers 101
	 What is a data center?
	 Who is behind this buildout?
	 What’s a hyperscaler?
	 How many data centers are there in the U.S.?
	 How long does it take to build a data center?

3	 Understanding Data Center Impacts

5	 How To Use Your Local Power

7	 Key Municipal Policy Interventions

TabLe oF CoNtEnTs



no buildout for billionaires 1

This resource supports local governments in confronting one of the most consequential 
corporate power grabs of our time: Big Tech’s push to consolidate control over our econ-
omy, infrastructure, and daily life through its massive data center buildout. The world’s 

largest tech corporations — Microsoft, Google, Amazon, Meta, and others – are racing to em-
bed artificial intelligence (AI) into every aspect of how we live and work, driven not by social 
benefit but by profit. To cement this control, they are spending billions to build “hyperscale” 
data centers with thousands of servers, often sprawling over a million square feet. 

This buildout is not inevitable. It reflects a specific corporate strategy: bullying localities 
into accepting scale at all costs and manipulating democratic processes to prioritize speed 
over accountability. And the costs of this strategy are devastating. Data centers devour re-
sources that our communities rely on to survive: straining water and energy supply, spiking 
residents’ utility bills, generating suffocating pollution, and draining public budgets through 
massive tax breaks. Promised economic benefits rarely materialize. Instead, localities are 
left to manage the consequences while corporations pocket the profits.

Local elected officials have real power to fight back. Corporations are counting on obtaining 
development approvals quickly and easily, before local communities can fully assess their 
risks and purported benefits. When localities overhaul their approval and permitting pro-
cesses – replacing rubber-stamp approvals with rigorous standards, demanding transpar-
ency, and asserting their authority – it changes the calculus. Tech companies can no longer 
count on duping communities into subsidizing their profits. 

This resource offers policy options for jurisdictions that: 
+	 Do not yet have a data center but need guardrails in place; 
+	 Need to update existing laws to protect against new “hyperscaler” centers; 
+	 Already have a data center(s) and are working to mitigate impacts or 

address proposed expansion.

We provide a range of interventions so local governments can move at the strongest possi-
ble pace, with the goal of strengthening public participation, building community power, and 
ensuring decisions about technology, land, energy, and water benefit working people – not 
corporations. 

About this resource: This policy memo is a companion resource for Local Progress mem-
bers, adapted from the comprehensive North Star Data Center Policy Toolkit, created by 
the AI Now Institute in partnership with community organizers, advocates, and policymakers 
across the country. The full toolkit includes detailed local, state, and federal policy guidance, 
sample language and examples, and research. We are deeply grateful to AI Now Institute 
and the Data Center Working Group for their leadership, expertise, and collaboration. 

For additional support or to be connected with partners and members working, please 
reach out to the LP Helpdesk at helpdesk@localprogress.org.

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/ng-interactive/2025/dec/01/its-going-much-too-fast-the-inside-story-of-the-race-to-create-the-ultimate-ai
https://newrepublic.com/article/206633/data-centers-ai-big-tech-opposition
https://datacenters.ainowinstitute.org/local/
mailto:helpdesk%40localprogress.org?subject=
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Data centers are massive warehouses that hold servers, chips, storage, and networking equipment (i.e. 
the hardware that enables computing and the “cloud”). They power everything from basic digital tasks 
to AI. While smaller data centers have existed for a long time, we are currently seeing a rapid buildout 
of much larger, more energy-intensive “hyperscale” facilities – accompanied by a sprawl of supporting 
infrastructure, from fossil fuel plants and electricity substations to methane gas turbines and nuclear 
facilities. Tech giants and their allies are racing to build unsustainable infrastructure for speculative AI 
tools, which require exponentially more computing power than previous digital services. 

Big Tech corporations, private equity, fossil fuel companies, monopoly utility companies, real estate 
developers, cryptocurrency mining, and military and policing industries are all driving and profiting 
from this expansion. Tech giants profit from deploying AI products in every aspect of our lives (such as 
surveillance pricing, facial recognition, data collection, and replacing workers with AI systems), while 
externalizing infrastructure costs onto localities. Fossil fuel companies justify locking communities 
into new extractive infrastructure. Real estate investors profit from speculative land deals. Expanded 
data center capacity powers AI-driven surveillance tools used by police; federal agencies, including 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE); the military; and corporate vendors to spy on us, deport 
our neighbors, and suppress communities organizing against authoritarianism. Meanwhile, hyperscale 
data centers — which require eye-watering capital investment — are introducing massive risk into our 
infrastructure, local economies, and financial markets. 

Hyperscalers are data centers requiring immense power capacity, consuming over 100 megawatts of 
power capacity, enough to power 80,000 homes. Hyperscale facilities are often much larger, espe-
cially when linked to AI development. Texas recently issued air permits for a single complex of data 
centers and gas power plants at 7.65 gigawatts – the equivalent of 7 million or more homes.

Some industry players define hyperscale data centers as over 10,000 square feet and 5,000 computer 
servers, but given how rapidly technology is changing, localities should define them based on actual 
energy and resource use and broader impact. The number of hyperscalers in the U.S. doubled be-
tween 2019 and 2024, reaching 1,136 – with thousands more under construction in the next few years.

Though corporations don’t share their raw data, researchers report over 5,500 data centers in 
the U.S, including over 50 in Michigan, at least 100 in Pennsylvania, and over 300 in Texas, which 
is on track to have more data centers than anywhere else in the world by 2030. Even if your com-
munity isn’t facing a data center today, you may already be feeling the impacts — whether you 
live next door or share the same water table, air, or power grid.

Planning, permitting, and construction typically take years, but Big Tech is aggressively accelerating 
timelines by bypassing environmental, water, labor, and land regulations, in some cases lobbying util-
ities to speed up permitting and interconnection processes, and using non-disclosure agreements to 
avoid public scrutiny. Speed is a central part of their strategy: corporations quietly pursue permits and 
approvals for multiple sites simultaneously, understanding that not all will go through, so that if one 
locality pushes back or slows down, they can quickly pivot to the next. Developers also pit localities 
against each other in a race to the bottom, or move across jurisdictional lines, to move forward in 
whichever locality rubber-stamps their plans fastest and asks the fewest questions.

This is why it is so critical for local governments to use their full suite of land-use, economic development, 
and planning tools: because corporations rely on speed and secrecy, ensuring localities fully exercise 
their power to reject proposals, limit expansion, and hold corporations to rigorous standards can shift 
power back to communities and ensure requires future economic development serves local residents.
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https://open.spotify.com/show/07S9gwyxTAWwCPshFUWaO1
https://www.npr.org/2026/03/04/nx-s1-5717031/ice-dhs-immigrants-surveillance-confrontation-deportation-mobile-fortify
https://www.npr.org/2026/03/04/nx-s1-5717031/ice-dhs-immigrants-surveillance-confrontation-deportation-mobile-fortify
https://eri.iu.edu/resources/fact-sheets/data-centers.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/10/24/what-we-know-about-energy-use-at-us-data-centers-amid-the-ai-boom/#how-much-energy-do-data-centers-use
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/10/24/what-we-know-about-energy-use-at-us-data-centers-amid-the-ai-boom/#how-much-energy-do-data-centers-use
https://www.texastribune.org/2026/02/02/texas-permian-basin-power-plant-project-data-centers/
https://www.texastribune.org/2026/02/02/texas-permian-basin-power-plant-project-data-centers/
https://www.srgresearch.com/articles/hyperscale-data-center-count-hits-1136-average-size-increases-us-accounts-for-54-of-total-capacity
https://www.srgresearch.com/articles/hyperscale-data-center-count-hits-1136-average-size-increases-us-accounts-for-54-of-total-capacity
https://www.fractracker.org/2025/07/national-data-centers-tracker/
https://planetdetroit.org/2025/11/data-centers-water-energy-impact/
https://www.cityandstatepa.com/policy/2026/04/power-plays-battle-over-data-centers-pa/412554/
https://www.texasstandard.org/stories/texas-ai-data-centers-boom-construction-energy-water/
https://www.selc.org/news/xai-built-an-illegal-power-plant-to-power-its-data-center/
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/data-center-ai-google-amazon-nda-non-disclosure-agreement-colossus-rcna236423
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/data-center-ai-google-amazon-nda-non-disclosure-agreement-colossus-rcna236423
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Understanding Data Center Impacts
Data centers are raising utility costs  
and destabilizing our power grids.
n	 By 2028, data centers are expected to consume 12% 

of U.S. electricity, triple today’s share and more than 
what’s needed to power 26 million households.

n	 This extraordinary electricity use strains local grids, 
increases outage risks, and causes energy shortfalls 
nationwide. In July 2024, Virginia narrowly avoided 
blackouts when 60 data centers dropped off the grid 
at once to prioritize their own operations during an 
equipment failure.

n 	 Data center buildouts are driving up energy bills for 
regular ratepayers. In 2024, customers in just seven 
of PJM’s thirteen states, the largest energy market in 
the U.S, paid $4.4 billion for data center transmission 
costs. Across all thirteen states, customer rates are 
projected to rise 30%-60% by 2030, in a “massive 
wealth transfer” from consumers to the industry.

n 	 The wealthiest companies in the world are offloading 
costs onto ratepayers – not just through higher utility 
bills, but because supplying data centers with energy 
requires additional infrastructure like substations and 
distribution lines that, without stronger regulation, 
communities end up funding.

Data centers threaten our natural  
resources and public health.
n 	 Data center expansion is reversing climate progress. 

States are keeping coal plants open, building new gas 
plants, and reopening nuclear facilities solely for data 
center use. Carbon emissions from data centers are 
expected to triple by 2035.

n 	 A single data center can consume 5 million gallons 
per day, or about 1.8 billion annually, as much water 
as a city of 50,000 people. The strain on local water 
systems is staggering, driving up utility bills, straining 
infrastructure, and contaminating local wells.

n 	 Roughly 40% are built in the most water-stressed re-
gions of the country. In Texas, data centers are project-
ed to use 49 billion gallons in 2025 – despite drought 
conditions. In Arizona, where drought conditions are 
so extreme that the state has revoked permits for new 
homes due to lack of groundwater, Google’s Mesa 
datacenter has a permit to use 5.5m cubic meters 
of water a year – about the same quantity used by 
23,000 ordinary Arizonans.

n 	 Noise, construction, diesel generators, and cooling 
systems expose residents to air and noise pollution 
linked to asthma, stress, disrupted sleep, cognitive 
impairment, and cardiovascular risk for workers and 
nearby residents. Data centers could cause 600,000 
additional asthma cases annually in the US and 1,300 
premature deaths in 2028 alone. 

n 	 Black, Indigenous, low-income and working-class, 
and rural communities bear the brunt of these health 
impacts. In Memphis, TN and nearby Southaven, MS, 
Elon Musk’s xAI has been routinely firing up dozens 
of methane gas turbines without federally required 
pollution controls, dumping toxic pollution into Black 
neighborhoods. In Southaven, the corporation is now 
getting sued over it. In Richland Parish, LA, Entergy 
plans to power Meta’s $27 billion data center with 
three new methane gas plants – threatening a “digital” 
cancer alley. 

n 	 This buildout layers new industrial harms onto locali-
ties already burdened by extraction and environmental 
racism, including in states like Louisiana, where cancer 
risks soar to 50 times the national average in parishes 
surrounded by petrochemical plants. 

Data centers are bad for economic 
development – they take more  
than they give.
n 	 Data center tax breaks are costing states and locali-

ties billions. Three states are each losing $1 billion or 
more per year to data centers: Virginia ($1.9b), Georgia 
($2.5b), Texas ($3.2b). Others are close behind. And 
these are just the states that we know about: of the 
32 states offering data center tax incentives, 14 fail to 
disclose aggregate revenue losses.

n 	 Corporations demand massive tax incentives—often 
10-20 years of property tax exemptions worth tens 
of millions of dollars for a single facility or campus, 
draining funding from schools, libraries, emergency 
services, and infrastructure.

n 	 These tax breaks significantly reduce or totally elimi-
nate corporations’ obligation to pay taxes. In Caldwell 
County, NC, for example, Google received over $73 
million in tax breaks, and over 12 years, paid just $5 
million in local taxes.

https://www.wri.org/insights/us-data-center-growth-impacts
https://www.wri.org/insights/us-data-center-growth-impacts
https://www.datacenterdynamics.com/en/news/virginia-narrowly-avoided-power-cuts-when-60-data-centers-dropped-off-the-grid-at-once/
https://www.datacenterdynamics.com/en/news/virginia-narrowly-avoided-power-cuts-when-60-data-centers-dropped-off-the-grid-at-once/
https://www.datacenterdynamics.com/en/news/virginia-narrowly-avoided-power-cuts-when-60-data-centers-dropped-off-the-grid-at-once/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2025/07/27/electricity-rates-ohio-data-centers-ai/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2025/07/27/electricity-rates-ohio-data-centers-ai/
https://jacobin.com/2025/12/data-centers-power-energy-blackouts
https://jacobin.com/2025/12/data-centers-power-energy-blackouts
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/power-costs-soar-pjm-region-data-center-demand-spikes-2025-08-07/
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/12/03/families-could-get-see-higher-electric-bills-if-ai-data-boom-goes-bust.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/12/03/families-could-get-see-higher-electric-bills-if-ai-data-boom-goes-bust.html
https://eelp.law.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Harvard-ELI-Extracting-Profits-from-the-Public.pdf
https://eelp.law.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Harvard-ELI-Extracting-Profits-from-the-Public.pdf
https://biologicaldiversity.org/programs/climate_law_institute/pdfs/DataCrunch_report.pdf
https://biologicaldiversity.org/programs/climate_law_institute/pdfs/DataCrunch_report.pdf
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/data-centers-and-water-consumption
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/data-centers-and-water-consumption
https://www.consumerreports.org/data-centers/ai-data-centers-impact-on-electric-bills-water-and-more-a1040338678/
https://www.consumerreports.org/data-centers/ai-data-centers-impact-on-electric-bills-water-and-more-a1040338678/
http://businessinsider.com/how-data-centers-are-deepening-the-water-crisis-2025-6
http://businessinsider.com/how-data-centers-are-deepening-the-water-crisis-2025-6
https://www.lincolninst.edu/publications/land-lines-magazine/articles/land-water-impacts-data-centers/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/publications/land-lines-magazine/articles/land-water-impacts-data-centers/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/apr/09/big-tech-datacentres-water
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/apr/09/big-tech-datacentres-water
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/apr/09/big-tech-datacentres-water
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2412.06288
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2412.06288
https://www.cpr.org/2025/10/14/ai-air-quality-impact/
https://www.cpr.org/2025/10/14/ai-air-quality-impact/
https://www.democracynow.org/2026/4/22/krystal_twobulls_indigenous_lands_data_centers
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/apr/09/elon-musk-xai-memphis
https://www.selc.org/news/xai-built-an-illegal-power-plant-to-power-its-data-center/
https://www.selc.org/news/xai-built-an-illegal-power-plant-to-power-its-data-center/
https://www.selc.org/news/xai-built-an-illegal-power-plant-to-power-its-data-center/
https://earthjustice.org/article/a-community-takes-a-data-center-colossus-to-court
https://earthjustice.org/article/a-community-takes-a-data-center-colossus-to-court
https://www.wwno.org/public-health/2026-03-11/the-community-around-metas-data-center-has-questions-were-looking-for-answers
https://thelensnola.org/2025/09/25/data-centers-spark-fears-of-a-digital-cancer-alley-in-louisiana/
https://truthout.org/articles/big-tech-data-centers-compound-decades-of-environmental-racism-in-the-south/
https://truthout.org/articles/big-tech-data-centers-compound-decades-of-environmental-racism-in-the-south/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2019/may/06/cancertown-louisana-reserve-special-report
https://goodjobsfirst.org/the-hidden-costs-of-virginias-data-center-subsidy-and-how-they-undermine-public-schools/
https://goodjobsfirst.org/georgia-data-center-tax-breaks/
https://dallasweekly.com/2026/04/texas-faces-3-2-billion-loss-in-sales-tax-revenue-due-to-data-center-tax-break/
https://goodjobsfirst.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Data-Center-Tax-Abatements-Why-States-and-Localities-Must-Disclose-These-Soaring-Revenue-Losses.pdf
https://www.baltimoresun.com/2026/04/19/state-losses-data-center-tax-breaks/
https://www.baltimoresun.com/2026/04/19/state-losses-data-center-tax-breaks/
https://goodjobsfirst.org/the-hidden-costs-of-virginias-data-center-subsidy-and-how-they-undermine-public-schools/
https://www.newsobserver.com/opinion/article311620434.html
https://www.newsobserver.com/opinion/article311620434.html
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n 	 Contrary to developers’ claims, data centers create 
few permanent jobs and the ones they do are costly. 
Studies show that data centers collect almost $1-2 mil-
lion in public subsidies per job. In Virginia, data centers 
generate just 1 job for every $13 million invested. In 
Rockland County, NY, a data center is receiving a $77 
million tax break for promising one job.

Data centers are bad for  
schools and students
n 	 Tax breaks given to data centers divert revenue that 

would otherwise fund public schools – and report 
after report shows the damage is growing. In Oregon, 
191 school districts collectively lost $275 million to 
property tax abatements in 2024 alone as data centers 
have expanded. Around St. Louis, tax abatements 
have cost 24 school districts more than $380 million 
over eight years, with data centers now identified as a 
“hyper-threat” to school funding. In both cases, school 
districts have no say in whether the abatements are 
granted.

n 	 Because a single large facility can divert tens of mil-
lions of dollars in potential school funding each year, 
data centers worsen existing disparities for Black, 
low-income, and special-needs students. In 2024 
alone, St. Louis Public Schools lost $2,360 per student, 
nearly 39 times the per-pupil losses in more affluent 
Rockwood, while Black and low-income students lost 
three to four times more than their white or higher-in-
come peers.

n 	 School districts spend about $8 billion annually on en-
ergy costs, making energy the second largest expense 
for K-12 school systems. As data center expansion 
strains electrical grids and drives up utility rates, those 
costs will climb – straining school budgets already 
stretched thin.

n 	 Data centers are a “health earthquake,” releasing fine 
particulate matter, nitrogen dioxide, and other pollut-
ants linked to respiratory illness, lung cancer, and other 
health issues. Researchers estimate that by 2028, data 
centers could contribute to roughly 600,000 asthma 
cases a year nationwide, with the heaviest burden fall-
ing on neighboring communities – including children 
who spend hours each day at nearby schools.

n 	 Data centers generate constant 24/7 noise from indus-
trial cooling systems and generators, and when near 
schools, that noise can disrupt children’s health and 
ability to focus in class. Research shows that sustained 
background noise pollution impairs students’ concen-
tration and comprehension.

Data centers undermine  
democratic governance
n 	 Tech corporations routinely push projects through with 

little transparency, using code names, shell companies, 
and LLCs so the community can’t identify who is behind 
a project. For example, Meta has obscured its involve-
ment in data center projects by burying its operations 
behind opaque subsidiaries nationwide, making it near-
ly impossible for officials to know who is behind these 
projects. This subterfuge means that even when Big 
Tech’s false promises are exposed in one community, 
they don’t face consequences elsewhere. 

n 	 Data center companies often pressure elected officials 
to sign non-disclosure agreements (NDAs), hiding the 
project’s details or even existence from the public 
and preventing community members from evaluating 
the impact of the proposed data center on their grid, 
household utility bills, air quality, or local budget. In Tuc-
son, Arizona, Amazon negotiated behind closed doors 
for two years, so the public learned of the deal only 
days before final approval. And in Virginia, the majority 
of localities that host data centers have signed NDAs.

Data centers are not inevitable and local leaders have the power to change our current direction. 
Localities hold real power. Across Pennsylvania, Michigan, Arizona, Texas, and beyond, local residents 
across ideological lines are flooding town halls to oppose these projects. Local elected leaders can 
ensure these voices shape decisions – and push back an industry counting on moving too fast for 
anyone to notice. 

https://www.businessinsider.com/data-centers-tax-subsidies-jobs-ohio-2025-5
https://www.businessinsider.com/data-centers-tax-subsidies-jobs-ohio-2025-5
https://goodjobsfirst.org/cloudy-data-costly-deals-how-poorly-states-disclose-data-center-subsidies/#:~:text=Subsidy%20Cost%20per%20Permanent%20Job,subsidized%20job%20remain%20eye%2Dpopping.
https://goodjobsfirst.org/cloudy-data-costly-deals-how-poorly-states-disclose-data-center-subsidies/#:~:text=Subsidy%20Cost%20per%20Permanent%20Job,subsidized%20job%20remain%20eye%2Dpopping.
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/RB_2601_DataCenterJobs.pdf
https://nysfocus.com/2026/04/20/data-center-tax-break-jpmorgan-chase
https://nysfocus.com/2026/04/20/data-center-tax-break-jpmorgan-chase
https://hntrbrk.com/meta-data-centers/
https://hntrbrk.com/meta-data-centers/
https://hntrbrk.com/meta-data-centers/
https://www.economicliberties.us/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/data_center_brief_FINAL.pdf
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/not-one-drop-how-an-arizona-community-came-together-to-fight-a-data-center/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/not-one-drop-how-an-arizona-community-came-together-to-fight-a-data-center/
https://virginiamercury.com/2025/04/30/data-centers-non-disclosure-agreements-and-democracy/
https://virginiamercury.com/2025/04/30/data-centers-non-disclosure-agreements-and-democracy/
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Local governments are the frontline decision-makers when it comes to data center 
development. While the federal administration continues to deregulate Big Tech and ex-
tractive industries, local electeds have real, immediate authority to work with residents 
to stop or restrict harmful development and to simultaneously push state legislators and 
utility regulators for change on those levels. 

Local and state governments each hold distinct tools. Local authority typically includes 
zoning and land use approvals, water use, some energy regulations, noise mitigation, 
some transparency requirements, and local tax breaks and abatements (more below). 
State and regional authority tends to cover energy regulations and public utility commis-
sion oversight, ratepayer protections, tax breaks and policy more broadly, and trans-
parency (more here). In many cases, both local and state electeds can ban, pause, or 
restrict data center development. Understanding where your authority is strongest –and 
where state law may limit local action – is critical. Local electeds can seek legal support 
early to clarify what’s possible in your jurisdiction.

School boards across the country can, and should, push back against data center 
expansion in their communities through advocating at the local and state level against 
their expansion. School board members should always advocate for what’s best for kids 
and families and should be sharing that data center expansion has real impacts on a 
child’s ability to learn and on school general operating budgets and, more specifically, 
facility costs. 

There are many available interventions, outlined in the section that follows. Here’s a 
map for how to think about using them:

→	 Start by pushing for a ban.  
If your jurisdiction has the legal authority to, and the political conditions support 
it, pursue an outright prohibition on data center development. Depending on the 
jurisdictions, bans can be complete, specific to data centers over a certain amount 
of resource use or size, or specific to certain geographic areas or zoning catego-
ries. Bans are the clearest, most protective action available. Skip the moratorium if 
you can go straight here – a moratorium is a means to buy time, not a necessary 
first step.

→	 If you need time, pass a moratorium.  
If you’re not sure you can achieve an outright ban or other strong protections, pur-
sue a moratorium and use the time to develop your strategy. A moratorium halts all 
data center approvals  – we recommend at least one year — giving your community 
time to update local laws and build organizing power against harmful development. 
Use that time to find out the extent of your local land-use authority and whether 
state law limits your options. Consult with colleagues and community partners to 
assess the most urgent threats – water scarcity, grid strain, pollution, affordability, 
community health – that your data center policy interventions and narratives will 
prioritize. Look into local ordinances that you can build on or need to update, and 
opportunities to collectively advocate for state-level policy changes. 

How To Use Your Local Power

Note: These strategies 
are clearest before a 
data center has been 
approved. However, 
local electeds and 
communities are  
also finding ways 
to restrict and stop 
previously-approved 
facilities. Reach out  
to LP for support on  
what’s possible in  
your jurisdiction.
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→	 If a ban isn’t possible, define and restrict data centers tightly.   
Where preemption or political conditions prevent an outright ban, use every tool 
you have to discourage extractive development. These tools can include defining 
and then restricting certain types of data centers in zoning, stringent permitting, 
aggressive environmental and noise standards, water use regulations, and trans-
parency requirements. Identify legal support to understand your authority, any 
preemption limits, and where you have room to act. (Reach out to LP for support). 

→	 Connect and organize with your fellow electeds in neighboring 
jurisdictions.  
Data center impacts cross jurisdictional boundaries: a facility approved next door 
can strain your water supply, overload your grid, and route heavy truck traffic 
through your streets. Building a regional approach can protect your residents 
from spillover effects of nearby data centers, and help build the collective political 
momentum needed to push your state legislature to take action, including 
statewide moratoria that several states are now already considering. School 
board members have a critical role to play in organizing families, teachers, and 
districts and should exercise every available district authority – in tandem with 
other electeds on city councils and other bodies – to protect students and school 
communities from the harm data centers bring to the neighborhoods where kids 
live and learn.

At eVerY sTep: watcH oUt foR comMon trAps.
→	 Do not sign NDAs with developers. Transparency is essential to your 

community’s ability to organize and respond. 

→	 Be wary when developers volunteer community benefits agreements or 
similar development frameworks. CBAs can be useful tools for certain 
types of development, but are insufficient on their own to address the 
impacts of data centers. 

→	 And above all, refuse the false choice of “data center development or noth-
ing.” You have the power – and responsibility – to ensure that your city’s 
public dollars go into investments that actually benefit your communities. 

https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2026/04/maine-ai-data-center-moratorium-ban-energy-grid/
https://www.techpolicy.press/community-benefits-from-a-hyperscale-data-center-are-a-mighty-tall-order/
https://www.techpolicy.press/community-benefits-from-a-hyperscale-data-center-are-a-mighty-tall-order/
https://www.techpolicy.press/community-benefits-from-a-hyperscale-data-center-are-a-mighty-tall-order/
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Key Municipal Policy Interventions
Here are 10 key recommendations for local policy action. These are generally ordered from most 
to least powerful, taking into account local versus state authority.  Not every intervention will be 
feasible in every locality – treat them as a menu to analyze against your local conditions.  
Contact the LP Helpdesk for additional detail on these policy approaches.

Examples
Monterey Park, CA
Amended land-use ordinance to ban data  
centers permanently.

Groton, CT
After a year-long moratorium, banned data 
centers larger than 12,500 square feet.

Atlanta, GA
Banned data centers in the Beltline Overlay 
District.

Prince William County, VA
Prohibits data centers in agricultural districts.

Chandler, AZ; Londonderry, PA; Atlanta, GA
Sample definitions for data centers. Based on 
these references, here is suggested defini-
tion: “A facility, or portion of a facility, used or 
planned for use for the housing, operation, and/
or co-location of computer and communication 
equipment and/or other associated compo-
nents related to digital data operations for the 
purpose of storage, management, processing, 
and/or transmission of digital information.”

Examples
Chandler, AZ
Stipulates that “[d]ata centers are not permit-
ted to operate unless explicitly approved[.]”

Warrenton, VA
Removes data centers as a permissible use 
within industrial districts.

1	 prohibit new or expanded data center development
PURPOSE
Stop data center construction outright where possible, altogether or in 
specific situations. 

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS 
•	 Define data centers in the most expansive possible way to avoid loop-

holes, currently and for future technological developments
•	 Ban construction of new data centers (sample definition below) and 

prohibit expansion of existing facilities
•	 Set strict resource use and size limits that effectively prevent hyper-

scale development
•	 Prohibit data centers in specific overlay districts or zones 

2	 use proactive zoning and conditional use permitting to 
tightly define and restrict data center development
PURPOSE
Ensure that no proposed development can be approved by right and 
require stringent review, binding conditions, and strict siting for each 
proposal 

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Set distinct class for data centers and require conditional use permits 

for all data centers and proposed expansions
•	 Attach binding conditions on the approval process (see #3)
•	 Prohibit variances and special use permits for data center siting
•	 Establish setback requirements from property lines, streets, or specific 

areas (e.g. transit hubs)
•	 Specify design requirements and require green building standards
•	 Prohibit rezoning that threaten historic sites or agricultural districts 
•	 Prohibit data centers in mixed-use, commercial, residential, or agricul-

tural zones; restrict to designated industrial zones only

https://www.montereypark.ca.gov/1720/2026-Special-Election-Information
https://www.datacenterdynamics.com/en/news/groton-ct-blocks-large-scale-data-center-projects-thwarting-ne-edge/
https://atlantacityga.iqm2.com/Citizens/Detail_LegiFile.aspx?Frame=&MeetingID=4061&MediaPosition=&ID=35353&CssClass=
https://library.municode.com/va/prince_william_county/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CH32ZO_ARTVOVDI_PT509DACEOPZOOVDI
https://www.chandleraz.gov/sites/default/files/departments/development-services/PLH22-0053-Ordinance-No-5033-Data-Center.pdf
https://www.londonderrypa.org/Documents/Departments%20and%20Services/Codes%20Zoning%20and%20Land%20Development/Ordinance%202026-03%20Data%20Center%20Zoning%20Overlay%20District.pdf?t=202602121216230
https://citycouncil.atlantaga.gov/Home/Components/News/News/3928/
https://www.chandleraz.gov/sites/default/files/departments/development-services/PLH22-0053-Ordinance-No-5033-Data-Center.pdf
https://library.municode.com/va/warrenton/munidocs/munidocs?nodeId=7cafaccfa79e6


no buildout for billionaires 8

3	 enact a temporary pause on new data center developments 
(moratoriums)
PURPOSE
Institute time-bound moratoriums on new data center approvals, to give 
the city or county time to update the municipal code, change zoning re-
strictions, or issue other regulations

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Temporarily pause new data center development through moratoriums 

(e.g., at least 180 days to 1 year) while updating regulations
•	 Use the pause period to engage community participation, conduct 

community education, develop protective ordinances, and assess local 
capacity for water, energy, and infrastructure

•	 Build in mechanisms to extend moratoriums if needed to complete com-
prehensive planning and policy change

4	 establish strong standards within all local planning 
processes that protect people and resources
PURPOSE
Set clear standards for environmental protections, resource use, and 
beyond, and establish policy-based authority to reject proposals that fail to 
meet them

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Develop and pass strong standards in consultation with community, in-

cluding but not limited to, a water usage plan, energy usage plan, heat 
mitigation plan, economic development plan, environmental standards, 
environmental justice goals, public health goals, and city equity plans

•	 Introduce legislation requiring all data centers to prove how proposal 
fits within local goals during approval process for a conditional use 
permit (see #2)

•	 Ensure independent review by experts of developers’ application and 
reject any proposals that fail to effectively demonstrate compliance

•	 Make sure that these standards are enforceable. Institute penalties that 
go beyond nominal fines, including the ability to revoke approvals and 
operational permits

Examples
Pontiac, MI; Coweta County, GA
Passed 180-day moratorium on data centers.

New Orleans, LA
Passed one year moratorium.

Denver, CO; New Orleans, LA
Passed a one-year moratorium.
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https://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/oakland-county/2026/01/21/pontiac-latest-community-to-pass-data-center-moratorium/88286730007/?gnt-cfr=1&gca-cat=p&gca-uir=true&gca-epti=z116042p118750c118750v116042d--42--b--42--&gca-ft=256&gca-ds=sophi
https://www.times-herald.com/news/180-day-moratorium-placed-on-data-centers-in-county/article_108b1957-1b63-4650-8960-cae7aa16e51e.html
https://council.nola.gov/news/january-2026/new-orleans-city-council-approves-motions-to-study/
https://www.9news.com/article/news/local/local-politics/denver-may-ban-new-data-centers/73-fb9e16ad-30ab-4271-9cf2-4628749d76d5
https://council.nola.gov/news/january-2026/new-orleans-city-council-approves-motions-to-study/
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5	 ensure transparency at every stage of a proposal 
requirements
PURPOSE
Ensure public access to information and prevent secret deals

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Ban the use of NDAs in data center development deals
•	 Specify minimum transparency requirements as part of the application 

process, before any approval is granted, including but not limited to, 
water/energy usage and mitigation; noise study and mitigation; on-site 
emissions; value of tax abatements; name of all companies involved 
(developer, shell companies, financers, end users); jobs (short-term and 
permanent, hiring efforts, permanent employee wages); and a displace-
ment and holistic environmental impact report,

•	 Mandate multilingual public notice (at least 90 days) with extended 
comment periods and public meetings with both local officials and the 
developer(s) and engage in proactive community outreach

•	 Require monthly public disclosure of critical information, including water 
and electricity usage

•	 Ensure mechanisms for community reporting of issues/violations to their 
local government

•	 Ensure meaningful enforcement power if transparency or other require-
ments are violated

6	 institute strong noise-mitigation measures
PURPOSE
Protect residents from 24/7 noise pollution

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Require sound-modeling studies as part of proposal (see #5)
•	 Set lowest possible threshold for permissible noise levels
•	 Require data centers to undergo noise-mitigation measures
•	 Include noise violations in enforcement mechanisms

Examples
Divide County, ND
Establishes the maximum continuous sound 
level for data centers during the daytime as 
50 dBA, and 45 dBA at night.

Phoenix, AZ
Limits all sound levels for data centers to 55 
dBA during the daytime and 45. dBA at night.

Prince William County, VA
Classifies noise-level violations after the first-
time as a misdemeanor.

Examples
Big Rapids Township, MI
Prohibits employees and elected officials 
from signing NDAs around issues pertaining 
to the public interest or taxpayer funding.

Pima County, AZ
Institutes 90-day sunshine period prior to 
approvals or votes.

https://cdnsm5-hosted.civiclive.com/UserFiles/Servers/Server_11725438/File/March%202025%20zoning%20ordinance.pdf
https://www.phoenix.gov/content/dam/phoenix/pddsite/documents/staffreports/z-ta-2-25-y-pc-memo.pdf
https://www.pwcva.gov/noise
https://www.bigrapidsnews.com/news/article/big-rapids-township-adopts-policy-prohibiting-20027108.php
https://azluminaria.org/2025/09/03/pima-county-votes-to-change-two-policies-about-ndas-and-environmental-impact-reviews-after-lessons-learned-from-project-blue/
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7	 protect water resources
PURPOSE
Prevent water depletion and ensure accountability

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Define large-quantity water users as those whose water use equals or 

exceeds 10,000 centum cubic feet (ccf), equivalent to 7,480,000 gallons 
per month, inclusive of most data centers

•	 Require application process for all large-quantity water users 
•	 Require comprehensive accounting of projected water usage and sources
•	 Require submission of water conservation plans with independent review
•	 Specify requirements around cooling, including prohibiting evaporative 

air cooling
•	 Require upfront payment for all infrastructure costs related to water usage
•	 Require water-quality testing and reporting, including regulation of any 

discharge
•	 Require continued transparency mechanisms, including usage monitoring
•	 Tax water usage with no exemptions and increase the daily rate during 

droughts
•	 Implement water shut-offs for violations

8	 Regulate and limit energy use
PURPOSE
Prevent grid strain, rate increases, and fossil fuel expansion. 
Note: While critical energy regulations (i.e. ratepayer protections, public 
utility commissions, renewable energy) are best done at the state level, 
local governments can help limit the harmful effects in the following ways

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Require data centers procure locally deliverable, additional, and ze-

ro-emissions renewable energy at all hours as a condition for approval 
(Note: “additional” ensures that data centers do not take energy away 
from another project that would have used the available renewable 
energy to decarbonize)

•	 Prohibit off-grid and behind-the-meter generation that allows corpora-
tions to bypass utility oversight and shift costs to ratepayers

•	 Prohibit backup diesel generations
•	 Require capacity commitments as a condition for approval
•	 Tax all electricity use with no exemptions; increase rates during grid 

emergencies
•	 Retain power to curb or shut down energy during citywide emergencies 

(e.g., heatwave)
•	 Require public disclosure of electricity use in monthly reporting
•	 Establish non-nominal strong enforcement mechanism for data centers 

exceeding energy thresholds

Examples
Marana, AZ
Prohibits municipal water department from 
supplying potable water for data center cool-
ing systems.

https://datacenters.ainowinstitute.org/local/#protect-water-resources
https://www.maranaaz.gov/files/assets/cityofmarana/v/1/town-clerk/documents/ordinances/ordinance-2024.029-adoptiong-amendments-to-marana-town-code-title-17-_land-development_-revising-section-17-1-6-definitions.pdf
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Examples
Henrico County, VA
Passed an increase in tax on data center com-
puters and related equipment (from $0.40 
per $100 of assessed value to $2.60).

Pima County, AZ
Voted to lobby against Arizona’s sales tax 
exemptions for data centers.

9	 implement air pollution and community health measures
PURPOSE
Protect residents from degraded air quality and health impacts

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Prohibit and speak out against exemptions from emission rules
•	 Prohibit back-up diesel generators
•	 Prohibit data centers from requesting exemption from state  

emission rules
•	 Establish cumulative impact requirements, considering pollution burden 

from all existing sources in overburdened communities
•	 Require fenceline air quality monitoring

10	 end local public subsidies for data centers
PURPOSE
Stop subsidizing corporations and protect local budgets. 
Note: Sales and use-tax exemptions for data centers are largely enacted 
at the state level, effectively preempting local control, although locali-
ties may provide (and can repeal) additional sales and use tax breaks 
and other incentives. While taxation can be a mechanism to claw back 
some public costs, it is not a sound long-term economic strategy for data 
centers. Localities must consult state law to determine any preemption 
concerns or conflicts, and where possible, take the following actions.

KEY POLICY DIRECTIONS
•	 Repeal and/or prohibit local property and sales tax abatements for data 

centers
•	 Institute aggressive taxation on data centers, where possible
•	 Practice full disclosure of tax subsidies
•	 Speak out against state tax breaks that preempt local control
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https://henrico.gov/finance/approved-tax-rates-and-schedule/
https://azluminaria.org/2025/08/05/pima-county-supervisors-vote-to-lobby-against-az-sales-tax-exemptions-for-data-centers/

