
 

Big Data Centers Make Bad Neighbors 

New data centers are popping up all over the U.S., as big tech companies rush to cash in on wild 
speculations about how artificial intelligence (AI) may impact the future of the global economy. 

Big tech now has its eyes on rural Missouri, a state abundant with natural resources and home to 
many farmers and rural communities eager for economic investment. By MRCC's count, 20 data center 
projects have been announced or under construction in the Show-Me-State in just the last 12 months. 

People who live, farm and work at the front lines of this rapid, massive industrial encroachment have 
the most at stake, and they have a right to know what will be the impact for their communities, 
natural resources, farmland and economic livelihoods.  

Data centers are big. A single building within one of these facilities can span up to 800,000 square 
feet, and their host sites can stretch across thousands of acres. For example, in Montgomery County 
the combined size for two proposed facilities is about three square miles, roughly equivalent to the 
entire land area of Montgomery City, the county seat. That’s nearly 2,000 acres of good, arable land1. 

Data centers are hot. Any computer, including a personal laptop or desktop, needs a cooling 
mechanism to keep its internal chips functioning properly. High-end graphics processing units (GPUs) 
designed for data-intensive AI services run especially hot. So of course a giant building packed floor to 
ceiling with these components requires an extensive, costly cooling system. In fact, up to 40 percent of 
the energy consumed by a data center is dedicated solely to managing heat waste2. 

Data centers are thirsty. The cooling systems for these facilities consume up to 5 million gallons of 
water per day, equivalent to the needs of an entire town of 50,000 people3. That’s an unsustainable 
draw from the same aquifers rural communities need to irrigate crops, water livestock, and provide 
homes with water. Nearly 3 million people—half of Missouri’s population—rely on water wells for 
drinking4. If data centers move in, the water tables could drop, causing wells to run dry sooner. Private 
well operators would then bear additional costs when their pumps struggle, their pipes clog and their 
filters fail. 

4 Water Wells - PUB2945, Missouri Department of Natural Resources, Feb 2, 2026. 

 

 

3 Data Centers and Water Consumption, Environmental and Energy Study Institute, June 25, 2025. 

2 Investing in the rising data center economy, McKinsey & Company, Jan 17, 2023. 

1 More details released on data center projects, town hall meeting scheduled, Montgomery County Standard, Nov 21, 2025. 

https://dnr.mo.gov/document-search/water-wells-pub2945/pub2945
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/data-centers-and-water-consumption
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/technology-media-and-telecommunications/our-insights/investing-in-the-rising-data%20center-economy
https://www.mystandardnews.com/stories/two-data-center-projects-planned-near-new-florence,136958?


 

Data centers are hungry (for power). A single large data center needs more than 100 megawatts of 

electricity, the equivalent of 16,400 homes. In total, power demands by U.S. data centers have already 

tripled over the past decade and could triple again by 20305. Time and again, when these big new data 

centers spin up in communities all over the country, the surrounding homes and businesses suffer 

more frequent power outages6 even while paying higher utility costs each month7. 

Data centers are dirty. Much of the water used by data centers evaporates, leaving behind a 

concentrated soup of forever chemicals, nitrates, heavy metals and other cancer-causers. In some 

states, regulators are rushing to accommodate these facilities by lowering water quality standards to 

allow data centers to dump wastewater directly into rivers and streams8. 

Data centers will increase air pollution too. In order to meet new data center power demands, utility 

companies like Ameren9 and Evergy10 are rushing to build new natural gas power plants. But that’s still 

not enough for these data centers. Most will be built with gas-guzzling generators to power them so 

they can guarantee their customers 100 percent up-time while destabilizing our power grid. 

Data centers are loud. Backup generators, cooling towers, HVAC systems and the energy drawn from 

the power grid cause non-stop noise pollution disturbing the natural rhythms of nearby residents and 

wildlife11. Not to mention the years of construction needed to bring these massive industrial facilities 

online. 

Data centers are stingy. Once up and running, a data center can operate continuously with hardly any 

humans on-premise. Much of the day-to-day technical work is handled by remote labor with only 

occasional service calls to address issues with HVAC or other material systems. In this respect, a data 

center is not like factories or other industrial worksites that promise local jobs. Maybe a few security 

guards will get hired, probably as shift workers under a subcontractor12. 

Data centers are risky. Even after billions of dollars of investments and years of aggressive marketing, 

generative AI services like ChatGPT (by OpenAI) and Claude (by Anthropic) still have no proven 

pathway to profitability. Data centers that break ground today could be redundant or obsolete in three 

to five years. Yet the devastation to farmland and natural resources will last for generations. 

12 Big Tech Is Coming to Small-Town America, But There’s a Catch, Time, Aug 4, 2021. 

 

 

11 Understanding the Impact of Data Center Noise Pollution, Tech Target, Dec 3, 2024. 

10 Evergy receives Missouri approval to build gas plants, solar farms after Kansas thumbs-up, Kansas Reflector, Aug 1, 2025. 

9  Regulators give Ameren Missouri OK to build gas plant and batteries, in part for data centers, St Louis Public Radio, Feb 11, 2026. 

8  Wastewater and Stormwater Discharges from Data Centers - General Permit, Ohio Environmental Protection Agency, Oct 31, 2025. 

7  The AI Explosion Means Millions Are Paying More for Electricity, Washington Post, July 27, 2025. 

6  2025 State of Reliability, North American Electric Reliability Corporation, June 16, 2025. 

5  2024 United States Data Center Energy Usage Report, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, Dec 19, 2024. 

For more information, contact James Gordon at MRCC by email (james@morural.org) or phone 
(573-449-1336 ext 111). 

https://time.com/6085525/big-tech-data-centers/
https://www.techtarget.com/searchdatacenter/tip/Understanding-the-impact-of-data-center-noise-pollution
https://kansasreflector.com/2025/08/01/evergy-receives-missouri-approval-to-build-gas-plants-solar-farms-after-kansas-thumbs-up/
https://www.stlpr.org/health-science-environment/2026-02-11/regulators-ameren-missouri-gas-plant-batteries-rush-island-data-centers
https://epa.ohio.gov/divisions-and-offices/surface-water/permitting/wastewater-discharges-from-data-centers--general-permit
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2025/07/27/electricity-rates-ohio-data-centers-ai
https://www.nerc.com/globalassets/programs/rapa/pa/nerc_sor_2025_overview.pdf
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/32d6m0d1
mailto:james@morural.org
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