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Introduction 
The AI revolution has changed our nation’s 
digital and economic landscapes, but 
it is also changing the nation’s physical 
landscape. In order to keep up with the 
increasing load of internet communications 
coming from new AI programs and 
traditional internet services, communities 
across the nation are becoming homes to 
new data centers. These data centers are 
attracting billions of dollars in investment 
from tech companies to rural and suburban 
communities. With this investment comes 
increased usage of digital, power, and 
water infrastructure. As counties, towns, 
and cities across the country grapple 
with how to manage this new demand, 
Economic Development Districts (EDDs) 
can serve as important partners in the 
decision-making process. 

Key Takeaways
•	The demand for data centers is 

growing as the use of AI and the size of 
information stored online increases. 

•	The electricity needed to run data centers 
and the water used in data center cooling 
systems represent a significant demand 
on existing infrastructure.

•	Data centers are best thought of as 
infrastructure projects, creating a burst of 
jobs during initial construction but fewer 
in upkeep compared to projects of similar 
size.

•	EDDs can act as a convener of regional 
interests during the planning phase of 
projects and also assist counties and 
municipalities with clarifying their zoning 
regulations on the issue of data centers.  

•	Data centers are able to bring marginal 
land into productive use and increase 

property tax revenue which can be used 
to offset their cost.  

•	Data centers have become a fraught 
issue and EDDs can serve as a neutral 
source of information for their regions. 

Why Data Centers? Why Now?
A data center is a building designed to 
house a collection of computers used 
to store and process large quantities 
of information. Data centers have been 
used since the very beginning of digital 
computing. ENIAC, the first general-
use digital computer developed in the 
mid-1940s, was 1,800 square feet and 
weighed 30 tons. This first computer 
produced intense heat of over 120 degrees 
Fahrenheit and required a large cooling 
system to prevent the machine from 
damaging itself. The complex equations 
that ENIAC performed can now be done 
on any smart phone or basic laptop, but 
the physical needs of computers remain 
the same even today. A computer uses 
electricity to store, process, and display 
information. Heat is created as a byproduct 
of this process. If the heat becomes too 
great, a computer risks damaging itself, so 
a cooling system is required. 

Most consumer-grade computers are able 
to accomplish this with an internal fan, 
but they have limited processing power 
and memory. In order to accomplish more 
complex tasks or store large amounts of 
data, multiple computers are connected 
together and function as one unit. As the 
processing power of these units goes 
up, they require more electricity to run 
and produce more heat as they operate. 
Modern data centers are complex systems 
that use vast amounts of electricity and 
water to run and cool the computers they 
house while sending information out to 

https://www.seas.upenn.edu/about/history-heritage/eniac/
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users around the globe. 

At present there are more than 4,000 data 
centers operating throughout the United 
States, with the highest concentrations in 
Virginia and Texas.  These data centers 
provide the backbone for the modern 
internet, allow for gargantuan amounts 
of data to be stored and processed, like 
training the Chat GPT-5 AI model on a 
petabyte of data or storing exabytes of 
data for Google cloud storage services. 
The modern internet is theorized to be over 
175 zettabytes in size and every day more 
information is produced, processed, and 
stored. This requires an ever-expanding 
digital infrastructure of data centers to 
support. 

Though the data center has been part of 
the data infrastructure since the beginning 
of computers, our increased use of the 
internet, digital storage in “the cloud,” 
and the rise of AI has led to their rapid 
proliferation. New larger data centers are 
being built and rural communities are 
taking center stage in their construction. 
In October 2025, Amazon opened an $11 
billion dollar, 1,200 acre data center in rural 
Indiana to keep up with the demand for 
Amazon Web Services (AWS). Similar data 
centers are being built in Richland Parish, 
Louisiana, Millard County, Utah, and other 
rural places across the country. 

As EDDs and their member governments 
explore how to position their communities 
to attract this emerging type of investment, 
several factors come into play, including 
site readiness, infrastructure needs, and 
workforce capacity.  This report outlines 
the roles EDDs can play in this process 
and identifies additional factors to consider 
when evaluating data center development.

The Evolving Role of EDDs in Data 
Center Planning
EDDs can play important roles as their local 
communities make decisions related to 
data centers. The most common role is that 
of an advisor to communities. Data centers 
have become hotly debated political 
issues, with some advocates seeing 
data centers as an unbridled engine for 
economic growth while others see them as 
extractive drains on community resources. 
By cultivating unbiased knowledge on data 
centers and combining that knowledge 
with existing regional expertise, EDDs can 
help separate the signal from the noise on 
data center projects and provide proper 
guidance to their communities. The Central 
Pines Regional Council in North Carolina 
has created a Data Center Resources page 
to make information on data centers easily 
accessible to their communities. Being a 
trusted source of accessible information is 
an important role for EDDs on this and any 
issue a community might be facing.

Data center projects, like all economic 
decisions, provide both costs and benefits. 
It is up to communities to decide what 
tradeoffs they want to engage in, and 
EDDs can ensure that everyone makes 
these decisions with full knowledge. The 
Comprehensive Economic Development 
Strategy (CEDS) process is integral to this 
advising role. Through the CEDS, EDDs 
can take an inventory of regional assets 
such as open land, brownfield sites, 
existing power and water infrastructure, as 
well as regional workforce characteristics 
that can be leveraged for data centers. 
The CEDS process can also highlight 
regional weaknesses that would need to be 
overcome to ensure a region could accept 
a data center project. The CEDS process 
also helps to identify community assets 

https://www.datacentermap.com/usa/
https://www.datacentermap.com/usa/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11472406/#:~:text=The%20data%20set%20used%20to,set%20used%20for%20ChatGPT%203.5).
https://www.cbtnuggets.com/blog/certifications/cloud/how-much-data-is-stored-in-google-cloud
https://www.cbtnuggets.com/blog/certifications/cloud/how-much-data-is-stored-in-google-cloud
https://healthit.com.au/how-big-is-the-internet-and-how-do-we-measure-it/
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/10/29/amazon-opens-11-billion-ai-data-center-project-rainier-in-indiana.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/10/29/amazon-opens-11-billion-ai-data-center-project-rainier-in-indiana.html
https://datacenters.atmeta.com/richland-parish-data-center/
https://datacenters.atmeta.com/richland-parish-data-center/
https://www.ksl.com/article/51355852/worlds-largest-data-center-campus-could-be-coming-to-central-utah
https://centralpinesnc.gov/
https://centralpinesnc.gov/
https://centralpinesnc.gov/member-support-strategy/emerging-issues/data-centers
https://www.eda.gov/ceds
https://www.eda.gov/ceds
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that a new data center project might put 
at risk, like green spaces or a power grid 
that is already at capacity. All of these need 
to be taken into account so communities 
and data center developers can make 
an informed decision that is best for all 
parties.

Another important role for all EDDs is 
that of a regional convener. Data center 
projects, particularly large data centers, 
will have impacts that go beyond individual 
municipalities or counties. As a convener, 
EDDs can foster cooperation among the 
communities that may be impacted by 
data center construction. As data center 
construction has continued throughout the 
country, some communities and individuals 
within communities have taken steps to 
resist them. Through this convener role, 
EDDs can help to get decision makers on 
the same page about a region’s approach 
to data centers, ensuring that those with 
concerns  have the opportunity to be 
heard and those who see the benefits 
of data centers can make their case. 
Every community should have the right to 
determine for itself if a data center would 
be a net positive or net negative and make 
policies to encourage or limit data center 
construction.  EDDs can provide the space 
and information to help communities come 
to a decision and act on that decision in 
the most informed way. 

Some EDDs will also have more expanded 
roles in the conversation around data 
centers depending on other functions 
they might perform for their regions. As 
regional planning entities or organizations 
that provide planning consultations 
for municipalities, EDDs may become 
directly involved in the zoning rules for 
data centers. Adam Hazell, AICP, is the 
planning director for the Georgia Mountains 
Regional Commission and described 

the role of his EDD in the data center 
conversation as advisory. In the state of 
Georgia projects beyond a certain size 
labeled “Developments of Regional Impact 
(DRI)” must undergo a regional review 
process.  He recommends that EDDs in 
a similar advisory position should “make 
sure of the facts about the development 
and about the track record of data 
centers as an industry, and be prepared 
for outside comments to which you may 
need to respond that may lack evidence or 
validity.”  Hazell also suggests treating data 
centers like any other project. The goal of 
an EDD is to provide clear and unbiased 
information to member communities. “We 
obviously want to support our member 
governments, but we want to ensure our 
involvement doesn’t muddy the waters, 
confuse folks less familiar with our roles, 
and risk making a scene appear more 
political instead of less so.”

EDDs that are direct service providers 
of water or other utilities may see their 
service areas impacted by new data 
centers and those that provide workforce 
transportation may need to reshape 
routes to accommodate development. 
EDDs may also be called on to create 
grant proposals that fund infrastructure 
upgrades to prepare the regional grid, 
water, or telecommunication systems for 
a data center.  EDDs should continue to 
familiarize themselves with local, state, 
and federal incentives and regulations 
around data centers.  Overall, the best 
way for EDDs to serve their communities 
is to be active participants in the process 
of economic development, providing their 
area knowledge and technical support. 

https://www.cnbc.com/2025/11/25/microsoft-ai-data-center-rejection-vs-support.html
https://www.michiganpublic.org/politics-government/2025-12-02/saline-residents-protest-data-center-project-chant-no-secret-deals
https://www.michiganpublic.org/politics-government/2025-12-02/saline-residents-protest-data-center-project-chant-no-secret-deals
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2026/01/06/data-centers-backlash-impact-local-communities-opposition/
https://www.gmrc.ga.gov/
https://www.gmrc.ga.gov/
https://dca.georgia.gov/community-assistance/coordinated-planning/regional-planning/developments-regional-impact
https://dca.georgia.gov/community-assistance/coordinated-planning/regional-planning/developments-regional-impact
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Key Economic Considerations for 
Data Center Development

Size 
Though the largest data centers are the 
ones that grab headlines, like a $14.9 
billion planned data center in Bessemer, 
Alabama, data centers can come in all 
shapes and sizes. There are a variety of 
ways to classify data centers including 
power draw, size, or promised reliability 
from data center operators. 

One way to categorize data centers, 
regardless of size, is the reliability that the 
data center operators promise to clients. 
Depending on the level of data security 
needed and the use of the data center, 
these different “Tiers” are attractive to 
different data companies. PhoenixNAP, 
and IT companies, categorize data centers 
into four tiers. Tier 1 data centers have 
a single system of heating, cooling, and 
power with no backups and are expected 
to be operational 99.6% of the year 
which equates to 28.8 hours of downtime 
projected a year. They operate with minimal 
or no staff and typically serve small 
organizations. Tier 2 data centers have a 
single source for power and cooling but 
have internal redundancies to help prevent 
data loss during any downtime. These data 
centers will have some staff but will not 
keep that staff available at all times. These 
are often used by small data companies 
that need increased reliability.

Tier 3 data centers will have multiple 
sources of energy and cooling to prevent 
downtime and increase reliability. They 
will also have redundant systems that will 
keep the center online while maintenance 
procedures are done. These facilities 
will keep more staff on hand to address 
problems and are generally targeted to 

larger businesses that have more traffic 
and need the reliability. Tier 4 data centers 
are the more reliable and will have multiple 
sources of energy, internal redundancy, 
and will compartmentalize data to prevent 
loss in the event of a system failure. They 
will also keep staff available at all times to 
address any issues. These are the kinds 
of data centers that large companies and 
government organizations rely on to ensure 
reliability. A data center of this kind is 
expected to have less than 27 minutes of 
downtime per year. Though a data center 
of any size can be at any of these tiers, 
typically the larger a data center is the 
higher its tier level. 

The size of a data center is described 
in a few, sometimes overlapping, ways. 
In general, the more power a data 
center draws, the more land it takes up 
and the more data it can process. To a 
certain extent these characteristics are 
transferable, with physically large data 
centers using more power and having 
more data processing capacity, and data 
centers with more processing capacity 
requiring more power and space. The data 
centers management company, Stream 
Data Centers, reports that a small 1-2 
megawatt datacenter can easily be built 
within pre-existing office buildings while 
larger data centers that pull 40 megawatts 
or more require several football fields 
worth of space. Real estate firm Cushman 
and Wakefield found the average land 
acquisition for data center construction in 
2024 was 224 acres, a 144% increase from 
2022. This indicates a market preference 
for larger data centers, driven by the 
increased processing power needed to run 
AI programs.

As communities are approached by data 
center developers, it is important that 
they have a clear understanding of what is 

https://www.alreporter.com/2025/10/08/bessemer-city-council-approves-adding-data-centers-to-industrial-zoning/
https://www.alreporter.com/2025/10/08/bessemer-city-council-approves-adding-data-centers-to-industrial-zoning/
https://www.alreporter.com/2025/10/08/bessemer-city-council-approves-adding-data-centers-to-industrial-zoning/
https://phoenixnap.com/blog/data-center-tiers-classification
https://www.streamdatacenters.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/SDC-Brief-Landowners-250429.pdf
https://www.streamdatacenters.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/SDC-Brief-Landowners-250429.pdf
https://cushwake.cld.bz/Data-Center-Development-Cost-Guide-2025/2-3/
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being built in their area and what the land 
use requirements will be. This can help 
pre-select sites as possible candidates for 
future development. It can also help local 
utilities providers get a sense of the impact 
of data center construction.   

Site Preparation
Data centers are like any other commercial 
project in that they have site requirements 
to consider.  In general, they need a strong 
and reliable connection to the power grid, 
fiber optic broadband internet access, 
and a water line that can accommodate 
its needs. What makes rural communities 
attractive to data centers development is 
that with modern fiber optic technology, the 
distance between a data center and end 
users is not as important an issue as other 
considerations. According to the LandGate 
data center site selection company, the low 
cost of land, safety from natural disasters, 
and “friendly regulatory environments” are 
primary considerations.  Cushman and 
Wakefield found that the price of land for 
data centers is going up with demand. The 
land prices for hyperscale data centers 
have risen from $2.89 per square foot in 
2022 to $5.38 per square foot in 2024. 

As the prices in established markets go 
up, firms looking to build data centers will 
continue to look for lower cost alternatives 
like rural communities outside of traditional 
tech hubs.

The need for infrastructure connection and 
the preference for inexpensive land makes 
brownfield sites particularly attractive to 
data center development. On July 23, 
2025, President Donald Trump promulgated 
Executive Order 14318 Accelerating 
Federal Permitting of Data Center 
Infrastructure which explicitly called for 
brownfield sites to be identified and used 

for data centers. The existing infrastructure 
at certain brownfield sites allows for a 
faster conversion to data centers than 
many greenfield sites. In some places, this 
conversion has been remarkably fast. In 
Kansas City, Missouri, a brownfield site 
that was previously used as a production 
facility for the Kansas City Star newspaper 
was repurposed as a data center in only 90 
days. Brownfield sites are also being used 
for large scale data centers. A brownfield 
industrial site in Coshocton County, Ohio, 
is in the process of being converted into a 
192-acre data center. GAI Consultants has 
noted that former power plants are strong 
candidates for redevelopment into data 
centers due to their existing connections 
to the power grid and initial construction 
decisions that favored reliability and 
redundancy.

NADO’s Associate Director of Data and 
Research, Bret Allphin, has been working 
actively with stakeholders to evaluate 
potential data center project locations in 
rural southeastern Ohio. On the subject of 
attracting data centers Bret notes, “These 
projects tend to find you, if you have the 
prerequisites. I observe limited value in 
marketing areas as a potential data center 
location unless the site has immediate 
access (less than 2 miles away) to industrial 
scale power and available generation and 
grid capacity to actually deliver it.”

As part of managing brownfield 
programs, EDDs have long sought to help 
communities see former industrial sites 
as assets for future development. Data 
centers are one more possible use for a 
brownfield site that should be considered. 
Some of the concerns around data centers, 
in particular the noise pollution that they 
may cause, can be addressed by placing 
them in industrial locations that already 
produce noise pollution. 

https://www.landapp.com/post/why-data-centers-are-driving-rural-land-demand-location-requirements-explained
https://www.landapp.com/post/why-data-centers-are-driving-rural-land-demand-location-requirements-explained
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://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/07/accelerating-federal-permitting-of-data-center-infrastructure/
https://www.networkworld.com/article/4078175/how-to-set-up-an-ai-data-center-in-90-days.html
https://www.datacenterdynamics.com/en/news/aligned-to-develop-200-acre-data-center-campus-in-coshocton-ohio/
https://gaiconsultants.com/former-power-plant-sites-prime-for-data-center-development/
https://gaiconsultants.com/former-power-plant-sites-prime-for-data-center-development/
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Zoning
In their capacity as regional planning 
entities, EDDs might be called on by 
their communities to assist with zoning 
considerations for proposed data centers. 
In an American Planning Association 
article about data center zoning, Jacques 
Fluet of the Telecommunications Industry 
Association highlighted that the main 
zoning consideration during the data 
center site selection process is whether 
areas have clear zoning regulations that 
permits or restricts data center placement. 
Preexisting zoning regulations for industrial 
or commercial areas may be difficult to 
apply to data centers, as their specific 
needs often create ambiguities that the 
regulations were not designed to address. 
An example of this that Fluet points to 
is a zoning regulation meant to prevent 
chemical spills in Texas’s Lake Travis 
drainage basin that makes it impossible 
to build a data center in that area, despite 
data centers not posing the same risks 
as traditional industrial sites. Small and 
rural municipalities are particularly likely to 
have older zoning regulations that do not 
make explicit provisions for data centers. 
These ambiguities have allowed some 
municipalities to take a more permissive 
approach to data centers, while others 
choose to be more restrictive. 

Whether in an official capacity as a regional 
planning organization or in an unofficial 
advisory capacity, EDDs can provide 
assistance as municipalities update 
their zoning in the wake of data center 
proposals. Whether local governments 
intend to create regulations that are 
welcoming to data centers, or looking to 
limit their growth, the goal should always 
be to create a clear and actionable zoning 
code. In 2022, the American Planning 

Association published Zoning for Data 
Centers and Crypto Mining which provides 
a variety of consideration and examples 
of zoning codes that EDD staff might find 
helpful as they provide guidance to their 
member municipalities. The York County 
Planning Commission of York County, 
Pennsylvania, has also published a Data 
Center Model Ordinance that can also 
stand as a guide for planners. Fairfax 
County, Viriginia, also recently updated its 
zoning ordinances to take better account of 
data centers. 

EDDs are in a strong position to provide 
regionally sensitive zoning guidance 
to their member municipalities. This is 
particularly true for EDDs that also serve 
as regional planning councils or as other 
official planning entities. EDDs that 
provide fee-for-service planning services 
may also be available to provide zoning 
guidance to their member communities. 
Whether a community is seeking to create 
a zoning environment that is friendly to 
data centers or not, clarity is key. Local 
and regional zoning entities should update 
their zoning guidelines to explicitly include 
or exclude data centers from construction 
in industrial, commercial, or other zoning 
districts. This clarity will ensure that a 
project is not delayed by ambiguous zoning 
language or permitted in an unfriendly 
environment through a technicality.  
Smaller communities are more likely to 
be in need of assistance from regional 
planning entities because they often lack 
the administrative staff to regularly update 
their codes. 

Impacts on Infrastructure
One key concern that many communities 
have about data centers is the impact that 
data centers have on local and regional 
infrastructure. In particular, data centers 

https://www.planning.org/planning/2021/summer/data-centers-evolved-a-primer-for-planners/
https://www.planning.org/planning/2021/summer/data-centers-evolved-a-primer-for-planners/
https://tiaonline.org/
https://tiaonline.org/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9249180/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9249180/
https://www.ycpc.org/DocumentCenter/View/5537/Data-Centers-Model-Ordinance-PDF
https://www.ycpc.org/DocumentCenter/View/5537/Data-Centers-Model-Ordinance-PDF
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/planning-development/data-centers
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/planning-development/data-centers
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place heavy demands on electrical 
and water systems. As said above, the 
basic function of a data center is to turn 
electricity into information and heat. 
In order to dissipate the heat, cooling 
systems that are dependent upon water are 
needed. The amount of resources a data 
center will pull from existing infrastructure 
systems will depend on the size of the data 
center. Data centers are different from other 
projects of comparable size because they 
do not abide by traditional “up time” and 
“down time” usage patterns. Data centers 
operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 
365 days a year and will generally have 
consistent infrastructure usage during that 
time. In 2025 alone, energy usage by data 
centers has grown by 22% and is expected 
to triple by 2030, while in 2025 American 
data centers consumed 620 billion gallons 
of water, with that number expected to rise 
in coming years. 

A typical data center will use between 5-10 
megawatts of power annually according to 
the International Energy Agency. For scale, 
10 megawatts is about as much energy 
as 8,100 homes use in a year. Based on 
a study of data center water usage, a 
10 megawatt data center would use 162 
million gallons of water each year, which 
is the same annual water usage as 4,000 
people. Larger data centers, sometimes 
called a Hyperscale Data Center, can 
require hundreds of megawatts and some, 
like a planned Meta data center in El Paso, 
could use over a gigawatt of power each 
year. Each data center will have unique 
power and water needs and it is important 
that these are taken into consideration 
during the planning phase of the project. 

One of the main concerns for data center 
project planning from the side of the data 
center is the ability of the local grid to meet 
their power needs. According to NADO’s 

Bret Allphin, “In our experience, the key 
factor to data center site consideration 
is proximity to power, specifically at the 
levels of 138kv and above, coupled with 
the ability to secure a power purchasing 
agreement from the provider that is 
servicing that distribution. Many times, 
there is distribution infrastructure, but 
the provider can’t provide the actual 
level of power needed due to generation 
limitations, which is why the power 
purchase agreement is so difficult and 
critical.” If a community wants to be 
attractive to data center development, 
energy availability is a key factor. It is also 
not enough to just meet the anticipated 
needs of the data center by itself, but also 
the current and future power needs of the 
local population and other businesses.

Another important consideration for 
communities that are looking into data 
center construction is what impact 
increased demand will have on costs for 
other local power and water consumers. 
The economics of energy and water 
infrastructure are governed by the same 
laws of supply and demand as any other 
good in the economy.  Communities across 
the country are already starting to feel the 
energy price squeeze from data centers 
and some power grids are struggling to 
keep up with demand. Water systems 
are feeling a similar squeeze at both the 
individual and systemic levels. 

EDDs can respond to this new demand 
by helping to secure funding to update 
existing infrastructure. EDDs can also 
provide communities with information 
on the current output of the electric 
grid and water systems to give decision 
makers a sense of how consumption 
from a data center might impact local 
providers and customers. These negative 
impacts do not necessarily outweigh the 

https://www.spglobal.com/energy/en/news-research/latest-news/electric-power/101425-data-center-grid-power-demand-to-rise-22-in-2025-nearly-triple-by-2030?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=2025_bioenergy_global_new_logos_biofuels_saf_dsa_inbound_google_ads&utm_id=701cm00000BQNx8AAH&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=22830505619&gbraid=0AAAAADz9Xd51tDwRT89XLnH8cKvd7oOMt&gclid=CjwKCAiAlrXJBhBAEiwA-5pgwpsDQ40wLW63CBPcI7yk5qrBkzGAA9eXjf6Mafey_lyNZrCMlvxuahoCbhAQAvD_BwE
https://www.spglobal.com/energy/en/news-research/latest-news/electric-power/101425-data-center-grid-power-demand-to-rise-22-in-2025-nearly-triple-by-2030?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=2025_bioenergy_global_new_logos_biofuels_saf_dsa_inbound_google_ads&utm_id=701cm00000BQNx8AAH&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=22830505619&gbraid=0AAAAADz9Xd51tDwRT89XLnH8cKvd7oOMt&gclid=CjwKCAiAlrXJBhBAEiwA-5pgwpsDQ40wLW63CBPcI7yk5qrBkzGAA9eXjf6Mafey_lyNZrCMlvxuahoCbhAQAvD_BwE
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41545-021-00101-w
https://www.iea.org/commentaries/what-the-data-centre-and-ai-boom-could-mean-for-the-energy-sector
https://www.iea.org/commentaries/what-the-data-centre-and-ai-boom-could-mean-for-the-energy-sector
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/351803384_The_environmental_footprint_of_data_centers_in_the_United_States
https://www.datacenterknowledge.com/management/traditional-vs-hyperscale-data-centers-what-s-the-difference-
https://www.datacenterknowledge.com/data-center-construction/meta-building-new-gigawatt-sized-data-center-in-texas
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/12/03/families-could-get-see-higher-electric-bills-if-ai-data-boom-goes-bust.html
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/boards-policy-regulation/americas-largest-power-grid-is-struggling-meet-demand-ai-2025-07-09/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cy8gy7lv448o
https://www.circleofblue.org/2025/water-energy/data-center-energy-demand-is-putting-pressure-on-u-s-water-supplies/
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economic benefits data centers bring to 
communities, but they should be carefully 
considered when designing incentives and 
development agreements to attract them.  

Workforce
Job creation and retention are always top 
priorities for EDDs and their communities.  
Data centers will create jobs in a region in 
two phases. The first phase is the jobs that 
are required for data center construction 
and the second phase includes the jobs 
required to continually operate the data 
center. At the level of a construction 
project, the number of jobs created and 
the level of technical skill required to carry 
out those jobs will be determined by the 
tier of data center being constructed 
and the overall size of the project. The 
boom in data center construction has 
already been an economic windfall for 
construction companies and their workers. 
As with other new building construction, 
the size of the workforce required will be 
dependent on the size of the project. Large 
and hyperscale data centers may require 
thousands of workers with a variety of skill 
sets. Though these are well paying jobs, 
by their nature they are temporary and will 
not have a lasting impact on a regional 
economy.

On the other hand, data centers employ a 
significantly smaller number of permanent 
employees than industrial or commercial 
projects of a similar size and budget. The 
Wall Street Journal reports that a large data 
center that requires thousands to build will 
employ at most two hundred permanent 
employees. A typical data center of 
between 5-20 megawatts will likely 
employ between 15 and 35 permanent 
employees according the recruiting firm 
Broadstaff. Says Adam Hazell of the 
Georgia Mountains Regional Commission, 

“The rule of thumb we’re seeing thus far 
is that they don’t generate a lot of new 
jobs, compared to, say goods production, 
but the ones created are technical and 
high paying. Depending on the scale of 
operation, they will hire a comparably fair 
amount of security personnel and need 
general electrical contractors to monitor 
special substations, back-up generators, 
and cooling units.” 

This is because by their nature, most of 
the tasks performed by a data center 
are either entirely automated, like data 
storage, or hosting an active task like AI 
training that is occurring remotely. The 
workforce needs of data centers focus 
primarily on maintenance and security. 
The maintenance requirements for data 
centers will take the form of both relatively 
commonplace building maintenance like 
cleaning and facility upkeep as well as 
more technical computer maintenance. 
Hardware and software technicians may 
work onsite in larger Tier 1 and 2 data 
centers to ensure the continual reliability 
of a data center while a lower tier data 
center may only have a team of technicians 
that is “on-call” to service the facility as 
needed. Security requirements will also 
vary depending on size of the facility and 
what kinds of data is processed. Lower tier 
data centers may only require a basic level 
of security on par with any commercial 
building, while a higher tier data center or 
one that hosts sensitive data may require 
more advanced security protocols. 

If a region’s workforce pipeline is not 
producing a consistent number of software 
and hardware technicians, a data center 
is likely to bring in workers from outside 
the region. The World Economic Forum 
has released a report on how communities 
can build resilient tech workforces to 
respond to the needs of data centers. A 

https://www.wsj.com/business/data-centers-are-a-gold-rush-for-construction-workers-6e3c5ce0?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqdWQYo1GwRfCND2qO5EwY6KwV2tRf2CW6DNQvimWp3U3LRU631kMJqkZPTi8bQ%3D&gaa_ts=69331cd3&gaa_sig=QMvboSpbd0ZmTEK7cD51gQouxv8ccpqBznOoEfIr4yI4_Erh3qkT1A_Oc1LNhLxG7bkm38mBkD2IRun7q828Mg%3D%3D
https://www.wsj.com/tech/ai-data-center-job-creation-48038b67
https://broadstaffglobal.com/data-center-staffing-levels-how-many-people-does-a-facility-need#:~:text=Typical%20staffing%20benchmarks:,factors%20also%20shape%20staffing%20levels:
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/09/data-centre-resilient-workforce/
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majority of data centers have reported 
they are struggling to both attract and 
retain qualified staff. This creates an 
opportunity for workforce programs that 
provide the qualifications these data 
centers need. The report recommends 
short-term programs targeted at providing 
the specific technical skills data centers 
need and altering existing workforce and 
community college curricula to be in line 
with industry needs. EDDs can support 
regional workforce development efforts by 
helping create these programs, whether 
they host them directly or collaborate 
with partner organizations.  Though data 
centers are unlikely to be a major source 
of employment in a region, they can be 
an important part of a diverse regional 
employment strategy and provide high 
paying jobs to those with technical skills.

Use of Data Center Revenue
Data center projects can deliver substantial 
investment to communities, from the large 
upfront spending during construction to 
the long-term benefits of local wages and 
property tax revenues.  Because data 
centers generate relatively few permanent 
jobs comparted to other projects of 
similar size, property tax revenue typically 
becomes their most significant contribution 
toward offsetting the community’s 
costs associated with construction and 
operation. A study on the impact data 
centers on the Ohio economy has found 
they increased state GDP by $11.8 billion 
and generated $5.1 billion in state and 
local tax revenue from 2017-2024. A case 
study by the Northern Virginia Technology 
Council found that the state of Virginia 
collected more than $600 million in state 
and local taxes from data centers in 2018. 
This positive impact is also being felt in 
rural areas. A report from the Washington 

Technology Industry Association studying 
the six rural counties with data centers in 
that state found that from 2017 to 2021, 
data centers generated $238.5 million in 
property, sales, and utility taxes.

Communities that are benefiting from this 
increased tax revenue are using it in a 
variety of ways. Martha Shickle, executive 
director of the regional development 
organization PlanRVA in Richmond, 
Virginia, has noted how one of its member 
counties, Henrico County, used data center 
tax revenue to fund an affordable housing 
trust fund. The trust fund is able to marshal 
$60 million in tax revenue from local data 
centers to provide affordable housing 
options to households earning between 
60 to 120% of the area median income. 
Shickle also points to how Henrico County 
is using data center tax revenue to pay 
for putting more land into conservation. 
Increased tax revenue from data centers 
can help offset the negative tradeoffs 
of their construction when allocated 
effectively. Clarifying how this revenue will 
be used before it is collected can make 
decisions about whether to permit data 
centers in a community more transparent 
and informed.

At both the local and state level, some 
communities are adopting tax breaks 
and credits to incentivize data center 
development. According to CNBC, “42 
states provide full or partial sales tax 
exemptions to data centers or have no 
state sales tax at all. Of those, 37 have 
passed legislation specifically granting 
sales tax exemptions for data centers, and 
16 of those states have granted nearly $6 
billion in exemptions over the past five 
years.”  Though these tax breaks may help 
to attract data centers they limit the ability 
of states and localities from benefiting 
from the increased tax revenue. On the 

https://ohiochamberfoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/Final-Ohio-Data-Center-Economic-Impact-Report-2025-1.pdf
https://ohiochamberfoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/Final-Ohio-Data-Center-Economic-Impact-Report-2025-1.pdf
https://biz.loudoun.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Data_Center_Report_2020.pdf
https://biz.loudoun.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Data_Center_Report_2020.pdf
https://www.washingtontechnology.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/WTIA-Report-Data-Center-Impact-January-2022.pdf
https://www.washingtontechnology.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/WTIA-Report-Data-Center-Impact-January-2022.pdf
https://planrva.org/
https://pharva.com/henrico-trust-fund/
https://pharva.com/henrico-trust-fund/
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/06/20/tax-breaks-for-tech-giants-data-centers-mean-less-income-for-states.html
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other hand, some states and localities are 
adopting tax regimes to attempt to taper 
data center growth or collect more revenue 
from their construction and operation. 
Localities can also set up Payment in Lieu 
of Taxes (PILOT) arrangements to gain 
revenue from data center construction 
outside of traditional property taxes. 
West Feliciana Parish in Louisiana set up 
a PILOT arrangement with a data center 
project that could create $90 Million in 
revenue.  

Though EDDs are not taxing entities, they 
can still provide an advisory role to their 
member communities and highlight ways 
other communities have used data center 
tax revenue. Depending on the projects 
that are funded by tax revenue, EDDs may 
play a direct role in program planning and 
administration. 

Risks of an AI Bubble
Though traditional web services are driving 
a portion of data center demands, the lion’s 
share is being driven by AI. The consultant 
firm McKinsey predicts that by 2030, there 
will be more than $7 trillion invested in 
data centers and 70% of that investment 
will be in support of AI projects. The data 
centers that are being built today are in 
response to that growing demand. Some 
are warning that such rapid growth in such 
a short period is not the result of a growing 
industry, but of an unsustainable bubble 
that could pop at any moment taking 
billions of dollars with it. The International 
Monetary Fund and the Bank of England 
have both warned investors about the 
possibility of an AI bubble.

The main concern is that while the 
investments in AI companies and 
the infrastructure to support them is 
continually growing, AI companies often 

struggle to return a profit to their growing 
investors. In a study on AI companies, the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
found that 95% of AI companies found 
no return, despite multi-billion dollar 
investments. This is due to the high startup 
and upkeep costs to run an AI company. 
Though an increase in the supply of data 
centers would help to bring costs down, 
many remained concerned. 

If an AI bubble were to pop, this would 
have serious ramifications for communities 
that have built or are in the process 
of building data centers. A significant 
contraction in the number or size of AI 
companies would cut demand for data 
centers, leading to the cancellation of 
planned data centers and even the closure 
of underutilized existing data centers. This 
would leave communities with millions of 
dollars in site preparation investments tied 
up in an unused site. 

One-way regions can limit the impact of 
any economic contractions related to data 
centers would be to limit the permitting 
of “spec data centers.” These would be 
data centers built without a particular 
client in mind with the hopes of attracting 
a client upon completion of the data 
center. If a client is not found the data 
center stands unused and can become 
blighted real estate if the disuse persists. 
Regions should work to cultivate strong 
partnerships with companies that intend 
to expand into their data centers to ensure 
future business sustainability. 

Conclusion
The conversation around data centers 
continues to evolve as demands on 
telecommunications infrastructure 
grow. EDDs will remain central to these 
discussions - as planners, technical 

https://www.govtech.com/products/data-center-deal-could-net-louisiana-parish-90m-a-year
https://www.govtech.com/products/data-center-deal-could-net-louisiana-parish-90m-a-year
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/mckinsey-explainers/what-is-a-data-center
https://www.axios.com/2025/08/21/ai-wall-street-big-tech
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assistance providers, regional convenors, 
and in other capacities.  In all of these 
roles, EDDs are well-positioned to offer 
clear, unbiased information about the 
potential impacts of data centers on both 
local communities and the broader region.

Like any major development, data centers 
come with tradeoffs. Land dedicated to 
these facilities cannot support other uses, 
and their substantial power and water 
needs can affect how those services 
are delivered across the community. 
At the same time, data centers can 
generate significant tax revenue and put 
underutilized land to productive use. 
Because no single approach fits every 
community, each region must determine its 
own priorities and decide how and whether 
data centers align with them. Throughout 
this process, EDDs can serve as a valuable 
resource, helping communities navigate 
these issues and reach decisions that align 
with long-term regional goals.  


