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The Urgent Case Against
Data Centres in Europe

The rapid expansion of data centres across the European Union and
worldwide is becoming one of the defining environmental and social
challenges of our time. As fossil fuel-driven greenhouse gas emissions
push global temperatures towards dangerous levels, underscored by the
record-breaking climate extremes of summer 2026, the impacts on food
security, water resources and public health are clear.!

These pressures are particularly acute in regions where data centre development is
concentrated. By one estimate, 37% of the world’s data centres are in the United States,? with
the EU second in data centre capacity. Many EU member states now have projects clustered
around major metropolitan and tech hubs.3 At the same time, the EU’s continued reliance on
imported fossil fuels like expensive liquefied ‘natural’ gas (LNG)* heightens its exposure to price
volatility, geopolitical instability, and energy insecurity.® A European data centre boom could
create “new fossil dependencies”,® undermining a just and clean energy transition.

The EU has no comprehensive legal framework governing the environmental and economic
impacts of data centres. In June 2026, the European Commission proposed the Cloud and Al
Development Act as part of its Technology Sovereignty Package.” While intended to strengthen
Europe’s digital independence (especially from the US), this regulation risks prioritising rapid
infrastructure build-out without equivalent environmental safeguards, placing deregulation and
industrial growth ahead of climate objectives and the public interest.®

As the EU seeks to become a global leader in Al and digital infrastructure, it should also learn
from the experience of the US, where the rapid expansion of data centres has fueled growing
public opposition over rising energy demand, water consumption, pollution and the concentration
of environmental burdens on local communities.® Similar dynamics are emerging across Europe,
where the race to attract investment could disproportionately benefit US-based technology
companies and investors at the expense of European communities and natural resources.®

Energy Footprint

Data centres, especially hyperscalers (massive data centres that specialise in providing
enormous amounts of computing power), consume a mind-boggling amount of energy. In 2020,
data centres globally consumed an estimated 223 terawatt-hours (TWh), equivalent to the
electricity used by over 21 million US households. Even so, the International Energy Agency
predicts that global data centre energy use will triple from these 2020 levels by 2030, thanks to
developments in Al and cryptocurrency.'" In Europe, the proposed Cloud and Al Development
Act aims to triple the EU’s data centre capacity in the next five to seven years.'? Even without
this aggressive growth plan, the region’s data centre energy footprint is projected to exceed 110
TWh annually by 2030.3 This is equivalent to the annual electricity consumption of over 70
million EU households.'
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Al technology in particular consumes an incredible amount of energy in every step — from
microchip production to running Al programmes.'® Simple text searches on OpenAl’s ChatGPT
platform use nearly 10 times as much electricity as a non-Al search on Google.'® And creating
images is thousands of times more energy intensive than text searches, sometimes using as
much electricity per image created as it takes to charge your mobile phone.'”

Al servers are increasingly housed in hyperscale data centres that can cover hundreds of
hectares of land and consume five times more energy than pre-Al data centres.'® Just one
hyperscale data centre built for Al can consume as much energy as 100,000 households — and
the largest as much as 2 million households.®

In Ireland, which recently became a major data centre hub, energy demand from data centres
increased 360% from 2016 to 2026 — now accounting for 23% of the country’s power
consumption.?® As a result of this data centre boom, Irish households now face the highest
electricity prices in the EU, paying €480 more per year than the regional average.?' Further,
across the EU, households are being urged to use less electricity during peak hours to
accommodate the increase in data centre energy demand.?? At the same time, recent draft
proposals suggest that the EU may be loosening regulations around renewable energy
certificates for data centres, making it easier for these facilities to skirt already insufficient
renewable offset requirements.?3

New Driver of Fossil Gas Demand

As Al-driven data centres multiply, governments and the fossil fuel industry are increasingly
turning to fossil gas to meet soaring electricity demand. In the US, where fossil gas already
supplies over 40% of data centre power,?* the Trump administration has openly promoted fossil
fuel-powered Al.2°

Across Europe, data centres face long delays in grid connections, a potential roadblock to the
build-out.?® However, Big Tech is finding ways to circumvent these concerns. In the United
Kingdom, developers are increasingly pursuing off-grid, gas-fired facilities.?” This risks locking
the EU into continued LNG imports, particularly from the US, whose LNG exports to Europe
more than tripled from 2021 to 2025.28 Powering Europe’s data centre boom with fossil gas could
entrench dependence on highly unreliable, polluting, and expensive LNG imports?® just as the
EU is implementing its Methane Regulation, which introduces increasingly stringent methane
emissions requirements for imported gas.®° It would also risk pushing the EU’s climate goals
even further out of reach.3! According to a recent survey spanning multiple EU countries, nearly
two-thirds of respondents oppose constructing data centres running on fossil fuels.3?

Increased Air Pollution

Data centres rely on back-up generators more than any other type of development, with some
housing hundreds of generators.®® Diesel generators emit harmful pollutants like nitrogen oxides
(NOx) at levels 200 to 600 times higher per unit of electricity produced compared to newer gas
plants.3 NOx, along with additional hazardous air pollutants like carbon monoxide and
particulate matter, contribute to smog and exacerbate childhood asthma cases and elderly
cognitive decline.®®
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Marseille and the proliferation of data centres

In Marseille, France, one of Europe’s major digital connectivity hubs, the rapid growth of data
centres illustrates the sector’s wider environmental footprint. Over the past decade, the city has
become the world’s sixth-largest data traffic hub, driving a significant expansion of data centre
infrastructure, particularly around the port area. This development is taking place in a city
already affected by severe air pollution from port and industrial activities. Investigations have
shown that data centres are linked to continued leaks of fluorinated gases, which are highly
potent and long-lived greenhouse gases.3®

Water Impacts

Water is another resource under threat from the data centre boom. Global data centre water
consumption more than tripled between 2014 and 2023.3" In Europe, data centre water use is
projected to rise from 0.93 trillion litres in 2026 to 1.79 trillion litres by 2031, a 92% increase.38

Data centres rely heavily on fresh water for cooling energy-intensive computing equipment, with
much of this water lost through evaporation rather than returned to local water systems.3° Data
centres need clean, treated water to prevent mineral blockages and bacterial growth,*° limiting
opportunities for re-use.*! In 2024, only 21% of water used in Google’s data centres was
discharged back into the environment.#?

Industry claims suggesting that closed-loop cooling systems “consume zero water™? are
misleading. While these systems can reduce water withdrawals, they still rely on either air
cooling or evaporation and can lose significant volumes of water over time.** Closed-loop
systems also require chemicals to prevent corrosion and bacterial growth, which can create
water quality concerns when systems are flushed.#® Finally, closed-loop systems that rely on air
cooling end up consuming more energy as a trade-off, especially in hot climates.*®

Moreover, the direct water use of data centres represents only part of their overall water
footprint. Much of the water impact occurs upstream through electricity generation, particularly
where facilities rely on water-intensive energy sources. Natural gas and nuclear power
generation consume enormous amounts of water — around 600 and 2,000 times more water per
megawatt-hour, respectively, compared to wind power.*’

The European Environment Agency warns that the EU’s water resources are already under
“severe pressure”, with one-third of the region’s population and land affected by water stress.*®
Yet transparency remains limited: the European Commission recently proposed rules that restrict
public access to information on specific data centres’ operational information, reportedly using
wording proposed by Microsoft in the drafting process.*°

From the Netherlands to Spain: water consumption and the growing opposition to
data centres

Communities across Europe are increasingly pushing back on new data centre development
over concerns about water competition and resource use.

The Netherlands provides one of the clearest examples of this growing resistance, with civil
society organisations recently launching a petition calling for a halt to the construction of all data
centres in the country until full transparency is achieved regarding their energy and water use.*°
This growing concern is reflected in several cases nationwide.
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In Zeewolde, sustained public and political opposition ultimately led to the cancellation of Meta’s
planned hyperscale data centre. Main concerns focused on the “heavy burden on energy
supplies, fertile agricultural land and scarce freshwater supplies”.®’ Subsequent events
reinforced these concerns. Elsewhere in the Netherlands, investigative reporting revealed that a
Microsoft data centre vastly underestimated and underreported its water footprint. Although
residents had been informed that the facility would consume relatively modest volumes of water,
the company used over 83 million litres of water in 2021, more than four times the amount
originally communicated by Microsoft and local authorities.>?

Similar concerns have emerged in Ireland, where the lack of transparent reporting has
complicated efforts to assess the sector’s true environmental cost. Irish Water estimated in 2021
that all data centres in the country consumed around 810 megalitres per year. Meta alone,
however, reported that its data centres used 928 megalitres, highlighting the lack of transparency
in data centre resource use.®® Since then, water demand from the sector has continued to grow.
In 2026, data centres in Ireland consume an estimated five megalitres of public water per day,
equivalent to 1,745 megalitres annually.5* These figures have become increasingly contentious
as the country faces recurring water shortages.®® During a recent “hosepipe ban”, households in
Ireland were asked to limit waster use to essential purposes, while data centres were not put
under any restrictions.%®

In Spain, concerns over water competition have become particularly acute in regions already
experiencing severe drought.5” In Aragon, where Amazon is seeking to transform the region into
one of its largest computing hubs outside the US, several civil society organisations have filled a
lawsuit targeting the company’s expansion plans.%® Concerns have arisen that the additional
facilities would compete with agriculture for increasingly scarce freshwater resources needed by
local communities and agriculture.®

The Data Centre Boom: Concentrating Wealth and Power

The rapid Al rollout is being driven by expectations of future demand rather than by proven
profitability. In the US alone, investment in data centres and related software accounted for
nearly all the growth in gross domestic product (GDP) in the first half of 2025, while analysts
estimate that meeting projected Al computing needs will require trillions of dollars in additional
capital investments by 2030.5°

These trends have raised growing concerns that the Al sector is exhibiting characteristics of a
speculative investment bubble, echoing previous technology-driven financial booms as well as
the 2008 financial crash.®"

While much of this investment originates in the US, its consequences are increasingly shaping
digital infrastructure strategies worldwide, including in Europe. The continent’s data centre
expansion risks further concentrating wealth and market power in the hands of a small number
of predominately US-based technology companies and investors. As of 2025, three US tech
companies (Amazon, Microsoft, and Google) now control over 70% of the European cloud
market, while the two largest European providers account for only 4% according to Synergy
data,®? highlighting the EU’s continued dependence on foreign digital infrastructure. Despite
being framed as a pathway to European digital sovereignty, much of the planned infrastructure is
expected to be financed by US capital and built to serve the computing needs of US tech
behemoths.®3
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This dependency extends beyond cloud infrastructure to the underlying technologies powering
the Al boom. The European Commission’s plans to invest €20 billion in new Al gigafactories aim
to strengthen Europe’s computing capacity, yet many analysts warn that such investments risk
reinforcing reliance on US technology providers, particularly given chipmaker Nvidia’s dominant
position in the supply of advanced graphics processing units.%*

Aiding the tech oligarchy

In the end, the public bears the cost so that major tech companies can seek even more riches
and further consolidate the market. This concentration of wealth is closely linked to the structure
of the data centre market itself. Meta raked in record-high revenue and profit in the last quarter
of 2025 — $59.9 billion and $22.8 billion, respectively.®®> Microsoft saw final quarter profits
increase by 60% between 2024 and 2025.55 In 2025, Nvidia, Microsoft, Apple, Alphabet (Google)
and Amazon were the top five companies in the S&P 500 Index, making up nearly 30% of the
entire index.%”

We Need a Moratorium on New and Expanding Data Centres

The harms caused by Al data centres cannot be resolved with piecemeal measures or vague
promises from Al enthusiasts of a utopian future. While local restrictions have emerged in
overstretched hubs such as Amsterdam,®® Europe urgently needs a coherent EU-wide
framework that puts people, climate and energy security before the interests of Big Tech.

Following the example set by our colleagues at Food & Water Watch, we call for an immediate
EU-wide moratorium on large data centres until there is full transparency on their necessity,
beneficiaries, energy needs, and social and environmental impacts. Before approving further
expansion, the EU must demonstrate how data centre growth aligns with legally binding climate
commitments, supports the deployment of new renewable energy and protects households from
rising energy costs.

Europe’s digital future must be shaped by the public interest and genuine societal needs, not by
unchecked data centre expansion.
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