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Data center boom

« Generative Al is driving a boom in data centers
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fLos Angeles Times L0G | ' Che New lork Times

Data centers are hungry, thirsty and growing. What’s that
mean for California’s energy future?

At Amazon’s B iggest Data ' Cénten
Fverything Is Supersized for A.I.

On 1,200 acresofeornfreld 1 Indiana, Amazon is building one of the
argest computers ever for work with Anthropic, an artifieial intelligence '

https://www.latimes.com/california/newsletter/2024-08-13/data-centers-are-hungry-thirsty-and-
growing-whats-that-mean-for-californias-energy-future-essential-california
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Concern over data center water use

. Data centers often use water to cool servers

. Expansion includes water-scarce regions e New Jock Eimes
Microsoft Pledged to Save Water. In the

. Concern over water use is growing, but research is AL, Era, It Expects Wate? Use oS0

. . Driven by the artificial intelligence frenzy, Microsoft is mter?félfj’f‘ - -
| I m I te d projecting that water use at its data centers will'more than double by ‘_
2030 from 2020, including in places that face shortages. =7

https://lwww.nytimes.com/2026/01 /27/technIogy/microsoft-water-ai-data-centers.html

SFGATE CA MINICROSSWORD JiTe]

AI IS DRAINING L o o
WATER FROM AREAS California community panics as $15 billionin

data centers planned

Billions of dollars worth of data centers are planned for the Imperial Valley
e L

https://www.sfgate.com/california/article/california-data-centers-21331191.php

https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2025-ai-impacts-data-centers-water-data/
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Meeting the moment

o i - Regulating Data Center Water Use in California

FEBRUARY 2026
REGULATING DATA CENTER
WATER USE in California

— Synthesis of knowledge on data center water use

— Map of policies and regulations in California

& how they apply to data centers’ direct on-site

e

water use
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— Challenges, gaps, and recommendations
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Data center water use

. Estimates suggest a significant water

footprint.

.- Water use and impacts depend on

facility and local conditions.

. Lacking site-specific information.

Options for reducing water use &

iImpacts:

. Siting new centers in areas with low

water stress,

- Using recycled water;

. Selecting less water-intensive cooling

systems.
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Policy & Regulation

« There's a patchwork of

policies & regulations...

 ..that are not designed
specifically for data

centers...

... and have gaps and

Inconsistencies

WATER-SOURCE TYPE

Surface water

Withdrawn (diverted) from a
surface water body under an
existing or new water right
permit or license, a pre-1914
appropriative right, or
a riparian right

Groundwater

Withdrawn (extracted) from an
aquifer under an overlying or
appropriative water right

Water service

Typically potable water, from a
publicly owned water utility
(operated by a city, county, or
special district), investor-owned
water utility, or other water
service provider

Recycled water
service

From a water utility, wastewater
utility, or other provider

Water collected
and/or reused onsite

Recirculated cooling water, treated
graywater or blackwater, rainwater
harvested from rooftops,
captured stormwater, etc.

Water access and use

regulation

Surface water access
regulation

Water right permitting v

Measurement and reporting
requirements

Oversight and enforcement

Groundwater access
regulation

Well permitting and export
permitting Y

Pumping restrictions

Water service requirements

Water supply assessment Y
Local ordinances and policies

Service agreement conditions

Onsite collection / reuse
regulation

Water access and quality
requirements and policies

Figure 1 Simplified overview of the regulatory framework
for direct data center water use in California
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Water use regulation

Conservation, efficiency, and
reasonable use requirements
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Environmental review
requirements

Federal review

NEPA *

State review

CEQAY

Examples of adjacent regulatory
systems that may affect data
centers’ direct water use

= U

Discharge water quality
regulation * 'V

Species and ecosystem
protections * V¥

Air quality regulation Y

o

Energy use regulation ,
A

LA

Local land use regulation

% Triggers or interacts with NEPA review
V¥V Triggers or interacts with CEQA review



Policy & Regulation:
Examples

 Environmental review (and
Water Supply Assessment)

 Water access and use

requirements depend on water
source.

* Reporting & tracking: Service
water metering, reporting of
surface water diversions
annually, ...

WATER-SOURCE TYPE

Surface water

Withdrawn (diverted) from a
surface water body under an
existing or new water right
permit or license, a pre-1914
appropriative right, or
a riparian right

Groundwater

Withdrawn (extracted) from an
aquifer under an overlying or
appropriative water right

Water service

Typically potable water, from a
publicly owned water utility
(operated by a city, county, or
special district), investor-owned
water utility, or other water
service provider

Recycled water
service

From a water utility, wastewater
utility, or other provider

Water collected
and/or reused onsite

graywater or blackwater, rainwater
harvested from rooftops,
captured stormwater, etc.

Figure 1 Simplified overview of the regulatory framework

for direct data center water use in California
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permitting Y

Pumping restrictions

Water service requirements

Water supply assessment Y
Local ordinances and policies

Service agreement conditions

Onsite collection / reuse
regulation

Water access and quality
requirements and policies

r

&

~

Water use regulation

Conservation, efficiency, and
reasonable use requirements

J

Environmental review
requirements

Federal review

NEPA *

State review

CEQAY

Examples of adjacent regulatory
systems that may affect data
centers’ direct water use

= U

Discharge water quality
regulation * 'V

Species and ecosystem
protections * V¥

Air quality regulation Y

o

Energy use regulation ,
A

LA

Local land use regulation

% Triggers or interacts with NEPA review
V¥V Triggers or interacts with CEQA review



Key findings

 Limited reporting and transparency hinder

understanding of scope, scale, and impacts.

» Local communities bear the impacts and make
decisions on development, but they lack

guidance.

- Water and energy use are intertwined: Saving

water may mean using more energy.

ffos Angeles Gimes
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California cracks down on water theft but spares
data centers from disclosing how much they use

https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2025-10-14/newsom-ai-data-center-water

DIGITAL DEMOCRACY

X

‘ Search for bills, hearings, people, and more

Bills

AB 1577: Data centers: monthly reporting.

Session Year: 2025-2026
House: Assembly

Current Status: IN PROGRESS (2026-01-13: From printer. May be heard in committee February 12.)

° Introduced

https://calmatters.digitaldemocracy.org/bills/ca_202520260ab1577
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Recommendations I

The state can
* improve water use data collection and transparency &
 build local and state capacity.
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A thought experiment

The status quo: A vision & open questions:
- Fragmented reporting has not - Data centers report water use
provided a clear picture: - A state entity analyzes the data &
— How many data centers are in California? provides services to communities
— Where are they?
— What water sources do they use? > Local entities have the information to decide if

— Can local water systems handle the load?

_ How do they compare to other industries? a data center is in their best interest.

—~ Without answering these questions, — Who should collect and analyze data?

we cannot know if data center water — Are there legal and institutional barriers?
— What is the economic burden? Who pays?
use is an issue in California. — Should this apply to data centers only?

UC Berkeley Center for Law, Energy
& the Environment



Recommendations I1

The state can
* improve water use data collection and transparency &
 build local and state capacity.

Local governments and the state can
* require and incentivize water efficiency and recycled water use.

The industry can
 explicitly consider water-related impacts in siting and design &
* include site-specific data in sustainability reports.

UC Berkeley Center for Law, Energy
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Conclusion

- The scale and speed of data center

growth...

. ...and the magnitude of the industry’'s

estimated water use...

. ...call for a coordinated effort to

understand data centers’ water use

-before it creates irreversible impacts.

. State and local governments and the

tech industry can champion
transparency and innovation to

reduce data centers' water impacts.

UC Berkeley Center for Law, Energy
& the Environment



Thank you!
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