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AI Now Institute
● Founded in 2017, we diagnose and produce research on AI
● Fully independent organization (no money from corporate donors)
● Our work

○ Advances research that charts a long-term strategy for the field
○ Identifies and capitalizes on actionable policy windows
○ Supports action on the ground, in partnership with a broad 

coalition of allies
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● What’s driving the data center 
buildout

● What are the impacts

● How people are fighting back

○ Organizing approaches

○ Local & state policy 
recommendations
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Agenda

Roger Peet, JustSeeds



Hugh Kenny, The Piedmont Environmental Council
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There is no AI 
without Big 

Tech. 



7

How Big Tech Has Rigged the AI market

1
INPUTS

(labor, data, chips, 
data centers)

3
BACKDOOR DEALS

(subsidies, energy 
rates)

2
PUSH AI 

EVERYWHERE

(default “solution,” 
consumer and 
vendor lock-in)
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The 
AlexNet 
“moment” 
(2012)
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The current AI 
market is 

precarious.
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The government 
bailout is already 

underway.
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The Government Bailout Is Underway Already

Deregulate Buy Build Create Foreign 
Markets
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This trajectory is NOT inevitable.
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Hugh Kenny, The Piedmont Environmental Council



Understanding Data Center Impacts



● Billions lost in tax breaks 
● Few permanent jobs 
● Tax revenues entrench dependence on fossil fuels 
● Concentrated tech market, stock market → risk for 

everyday people 

Harms: Public Budgets & Local Economies
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Harms: Our Energy 
Grid & Futures 
● Higher electricity bills exacerbate 

the affordability crisis
● Destabilized energy grid
● Keeping coal and gas plants online

Policy Institute Hugh Kenny, The Piedmont Environmental Council
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Harms: Federal Abuses of Power
● Preemption attempts to prevent states from passing common-sense 

AI protections

● Executive actions to usurp state and local permitting and zoning 

laws

Policy Institute



19

Harms: Our Health, Climate, Resources

Policy Institute

● Threaten scarce natural resources (water, air, land) & Tribal sovereignty
● Harm public health (air pollution, water)
● Keeping coal and gas plants online



20Policy Institute

Who is 
impacted?
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Landscape of Data Center Resistance
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https://bit.ly/site-fight-guide



1. A data center has been proposed (but not approved) in 
your town/city/county
○ Investigate the decisionmaking processes to figure out 

who is in charge
○ Educate the public and officials
○ Turn people out to hearings/meetings to demonstrate the 

proposal’s unpopularity
○ Organize regionally

2. A data center has been approved, but is not constructed.
○ Explore legal challenges
○ Generate attention and demonstrate public opposition
○ Monitor progress for compliance and proper permitting
○ Pass local/state legislation or regulation to change the 

landscape of what is possible

Site Fight Guide: Common Scenarios 
3. We already have data center(s) 

and they are harming my 
community. 
○ Pass local/state legislation or 

regulation that bans or 
regulates data centers
■ Zoning, water, air quality, 

tax breaks, and more…
 
4. There’s no data center, but I’m 

worried about what could come. 
○ Pass protections, bans, and/or 

moratoriums
○ Track signs of potential 

development
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https://datacenters.ainowinstitute.org/



How to Use the Policy Toolkit
● Menu of Options: Analyze in relation to your local and state conditions

● Strategy: Limit impacts and restrict development

● Examples: Very strong, strong, weak, and cautionary

● Key considerations
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Overview of Policy Recommendations
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Local Policy Interventions
● Prohibit or Restrict Data Center 

Development
● Enact a Temporary Pause on New Data 

Center Development (Moratoriums)
● Reject Data Centers That Do Not Fit 

Within Locality’s Goals
● Establish Conditional Use Permitting 

for Data Centers
● Pass Zoning Ordinances and Municipal 

Code Amendments
● Institute Strong Noise Mitigation 

Measures
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● Protect Water Resources 
● Regulate and Limit Energy Use
● Repeal or Limit Tax Incentives and 

Subsidies
● Implement Air Pollution and 

Community Health Measures
● Establish Local Fair Labor 

Requirements
● Considerations for Community Benefits 

Agreements*
● Protect Constituents from AI Harms



State and Regional Policy Interventions
● Enact a Statewide or Regional Moratorium on Data Center Development

● Establish Statewide Oversight and Transparency Mechanisms

● Repeal or Limit Tax Incentives and Subsidies

● Oppose State “Special Economic Zones”

● Establish Strong Ratepayer Protections

● Promote Grid Stability and Accelerate Renewable Energy Infrastructure

● Limit Corporate Influence over Processes and Institutions Involved in Data Center 
Development

● Establish State Fair Labor Requirements

● Protect Constituents from AI Harms
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Zoning(+)
(Almost all local)
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Issue ordinances to:
● Ban construction of new data centers 
● Prohibit expansion of existing data centers

 
Local moratoriums:
● Time-bound prohibitions on new data center 

approvals → could lead to a ban
● Often to give city/county time to update or issue 

regulations
● Rec: At least 180 days

[Statewide/regional moratoriums]
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Prohibit or Restrict Development
Atlanta banned data centers in the 

Beltline Overlay District. 
Groton, CT banned data centers 
larger than 12,500 square feet.

 Coweta County, GA issued 180-day 
moratorium on data centers.

Groton, CT’s ban happened after a 
yearlong moratorium

AEP Ohio had a moratorium on new 
data center connections for its power 

grid until July 2025. 

https://atlantacityga.iqm2.com/Citizens/Detail_LegiFile.aspx?Frame=&MeetingID=4061&MediaPosition=&ID=35353&CssClass=
https://www.times-herald.com/news/180-day-moratorium-placed-on-data-centers-in-county/article_108b1957-1b63-4650-8960-cae7aa16e51e.html
https://ctexaminer.com/2022/06/15/groton-approves-one-year-moratorium-on-data-centers/
https://www.wosu.org/politics-government/2025-07-10/aep-ohio-to-adopt-separate-rates-for-data-centers-end-moratorium-to-bring-new-data-centers-online
https://www.wosu.org/politics-government/2025-07-10/aep-ohio-to-adopt-separate-rates-for-data-centers-end-moratorium-to-bring-new-data-centers-online
https://www.wosu.org/politics-government/2025-07-10/aep-ohio-to-adopt-separate-rates-for-data-centers-end-moratorium-to-bring-new-data-centers-online


Build mechanisms into approval/zoning processes to:
● Reject data centers that don’t meet the locality’s goals or 

standards (water & energy usage, heat mitigation, 
economic development, environmental, etc)

Possible mechanisms:
● Establish strong city or county goals (passed by local gov)
● Independent review by experts with decision-making 

authority
● Shift burden to developer (to prove how the project fits 

within limits/goals)
● Enforcement mechanisms: real penalties, power to reject
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If you can’t ban data centers outright…

 Phoenix, Arizona’s 2050 
Clean Air Goals exceed all 
federal air quality standards.

(Weak example) In Benton 
County, Arkansas, violation 
of the data center 
ordinance is punishable by 
a fine of $1,000.

https://www.phoenix.gov/administration/departments/sustainability/2050-sustainability-goals/2050-clean-air-goals.html
https://www.phoenix.gov/administration/departments/sustainability/2050-sustainability-goals/2050-clean-air-goals.html
https://bentoncountyar.gov/wp-content/documents/2023/07/Planning-Code-Data-Center-Definition-Amendment.pdf
https://bentoncountyar.gov/wp-content/documents/2023/07/Planning-Code-Data-Center-Definition-Amendment.pdf


Create a separate conditional use permit process for data 
centers (zoning code)
● Set distinct class for data centers (to avoid by-right zoning)
● Define data centers expansively 

○ CAUTION: their own use class vs more broadly
● No permit unless approved
● Attach binding conditions to approval process

Establish pre/post-approval transparency mechanisms
● Mandate public notice and community hearings
● Reject proposals without adequate transparency
● Ban NDAs
● Enforcement mechanisms!
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Establish Conditional Use Permitting
Tucson, Arizona, 
requires all documents 
related to data center 
projects to be public 90 
days before any public 
meeting.

Commissioners in Mooresville, 
North Carolina, refused to 
support a $30 billion data center 
project without knowing which 
company was behind it. 

https://www.yahoo.com/news/articles/facing-opposition-developer-pulls-planned-192445841.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuYmluZy5jb20v&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAKa8DXjrLrBqUwWZilbwMQo_CQlHI2pTvI29CrGwVnFJX2T_85wuyjZ2yCTlNgFbkaE4U3j6456XeIhaKoJr-bWH_0wJyvLfb5qzzQ5a_hsY8qWjRfm8LQQekblhjjtd1hNsHUEg3oM4j8mHv51vhJ5AzhV2jOsaU2YF1ZThdbFh
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North Star Data Center Policy Toolkit (AI Now Institute)
● https://datacenters.ainowinstitute.org/

Data Center Policy in Practice Training Series 
● https://datacenters.ainowinstitute.org/trainings/ (April 22-June 24)

Site Fight Guide (Data Center Working Group)
● https://bit.ly/site-fight-guide 

Get in touch: datacenters@ainowinstitute.org 

Resources

https://datacenters.ainowinstitute.org/
https://datacenters.ainowinstitute.org/trainings/
https://bit.ly/site-fight-guide

