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CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: [00:00:00] You are listening to Tech Tank, a biweekly 
podcast from the Brookings Institution exploring the most consequential technology 
issues of our time, from racial bias and algorithms to the future of work Tech Tank takes 
big ideas and makes them accessible. 



CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: Thanks for joining our Brookings Tech Tank podcast. I'm 
Darrell West, senior fellow in the Center for Technology Innovation at the Brookings 
Institution. Today we are going to analyze the crucial role that data centers play in the 
future of artificial intelligence. AI is the transformative technology of our time, yet 
undergirding its growing use is the need for state-of-the-art data centers. 

These facilities host the file servers and networking equipment that store, process, and 
analyze information. Hyperscaler data centers can have more than 5,000 file servers 
and cost a billion dollars a piece. Tech companies are investing hundreds of billions of 
dollars in new data centers to facilitate the AI applications, assistance, and agents that 
are coming online. My Brookings colleague, Nicol Turner, Lee and I have a new paper 
route entitled "The Future of Data Centers." It looks at what they are, their number and 
distribution barriers to development, and ways to overcome those challenges. Joining 
me to discuss this paper is Nicol Turner Lee. 

She is the director of our Center for Technology Innovation and a senior fellow in the 
Governance Studies program at Brookings. Nicol, welcome to our Tech Tank podcast.  

CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: I know Darrell, it's always a pleasure to be with you, 
co-host, so I'm happy about this conversation we're having today.  

CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: Now it's an exciting topic. 

There's been lots of interest in data centers. Almost every day there's, some news 
article, looking at this. So I think the timing of our paper actually is, very good. So what 
we do in our paper [00:02:00] is to try and help people understand the complicated 
issues surrounding data centers and why they are so important for the future of artificial 
intelligence without data centers. 

There won't be the capacity to use the cool new applications that are coming online. So 
perhaps we can start with what data centers are and how they operate. I have toured 
data centers and they are impressive facilities. They are huge. They have a large 
number of file servers, networking equipment, and digital devices that power AI and the 
internet in general. 

So for example, when you go to a website, such as Amazon, you are accessing 
information stored in data centers. When you purchase goods or use services, you are 
asking data centers to execute the commands you need in order to buy something. And 
ship it to your house. So this entire digital revolution cannot function without the data 
centers where all this information and infrastructure is stored. 

And as we note in our paper, these data centers have huge energy and water needs. 
So Nicol, could you discuss the extraordinary amount of electricity and water required to 
operate these data centers?  



CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: Well, Darrell, I think that's what's so interesting, right? 
What we're trying to do in the paper is really explain to people, you know, what data 
centers are. 

Especially as you've mentioned, it shows up in the news probably daily about new data 
centers that are being built. Or communities that are essentially asking questions about 
what these data centers actually do. So I'm equally excited about the paper. Darrell, I 
just wanted to put that plug out there because I think it'll be a tremendous contribution to 
the conversation, especially on the explanation side. 

So as you mentioned, I mean, I think people do not often realize the amount of power 
that is required to essentially do a generative AI search. So for example, when people 
are using tools like OpenAI or, many of the other generative [00:04:00] tools, llama, et 
cetera, what you're essentially seeing, is this exertion of energy that is required for that 
individual, you know, computation. 

And if you add that and multiply that by trillions of other users. You're essentially putting 
stress on the system to accommodate the rising demand. And, I don't think people 
realize, and we say this in the paper, Darrell, which I think is gonna quantify for many 
people who just have no idea how much energy that these data centers consume. 

In 2023, data centers consumed about 4.4% of America's electrical power. And that's 
only going to rise. I mean, I think we're gonna see probably somewhere between 6.7 
and 12% by 2028. And that's just in the United States, you know? Researchers like 
McKinsey have suggested that, you know, there's going to be this increased demand on 
electricity that will probably surpass, you know, what even residential communities use 
when it comes to power. 

And that's just one part of the equation. I had the opportunity not too long ago to see, 
the inside of a data center and look at some of the stacks that are actually running in 
there. I'm five foot six Darrell, and I know you're much taller than I am, but many of 
these, systems are quite tall, and quite intensive in not just power, but also water. 

some of these data centers consume as much as 500,000 gallons per day. And for 
people who are listening, much of that is due to something that's very rudimentary to 
most of us, which is to keep them cool. These, modules do require a level of cooling 
power, which is we, you know, we talk about in the paper and something I think people 
will start to realize, which is why we see more data centers in the north versus the deep 
south. 

You know, they do have to remain cool before they overheat and cause, much more 
damage, to many of the data [00:06:00] center infrastructure that is being built. So 
these, along with, you know, natural gas and other energy components, Darrell, are 



things that we talk about in the paper, but there were sort of explaining to everyday 
people why they're so significant in their operation. 

CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: No, I think those are all great points. And you're exactly 
right that the energy needs of these data centers, is enormous. it's actually one of the 
limiting factors we really need to boost, the electrical capability, in this country. Now, 
Nicol, I know you live in Northern Virginia. you actually are in the epicenter of this whole 
data center revolution because it turns out Northern Virginia is the Silicon Valley of data 
centers like that is where the largest number of, data centers, reside, in the entire 
United States. So we do, present some data just about, the number of, data centers that 
exist, their distribution across, various states. and I'm just curious if you could talk a little 
bit about the geographic distribution of these data centers. 

CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: Well, I mean, I think that's so interesting and yes, I do 
live in Northern Virginia and for anybody who travels as much as I do, and you're going 
along the Dulles corridor near the airport, you actually will see quite a few data centers 
that actually exist. You know, Darrell, when I first passed those buildings, I didn't have 
any idea what they were. 

You know what I thought they were? Furniture clearing houses or warehouse. I had no 
clue that all of that, architecture and infrastructure was actually running in those 
buildings 'cause they're pretty nondescript, right? Like you really don't know what's in 
them. I had to put that out there. You know, I think in Virginia, for example, we have 641 
data centers in operation right now. 

And as Darrell mentioned, we do talk about this in the paper. And the projected growth 
of that number I think we'll be exponential in the next couple of years. I think there's 
about 400 more that are in the queue or have been announced to be actually built in the 
Northern Virginia area alone. And behind us is Texas, you know, followed by California 
and [00:08:00] Illinois. 

You know, and again, all this data is in the paper. I think it's interesting though, when 
you look at the Northern Virginia case, because we do argue in the paper that there are 
various reasons why data centers are needed and one of those applications or reasons 
that we see this plethora of data centers has a lot to do with, military and intelligence 
gathering outside of the just general need to have, situated concentration of 
infrastructure to manage the compute power that is operating across these platforms. 

But we also talk about these edge centers where it's sort of a requirement that they're 
close to, their. service, consumers or customers primarily because it reduces some of 
the lag that may occur, between the computation and the networking facilities. And I find 
that to be interesting as a person who has studied telecom policy for many, many years 
and the growth of mobile. 



Some of these same challenges still exist when it comes to ensuring that there's a 
better connection. So, you know, for Northern Virginia Darrell, you know, it's no secret 
that we're near the, federal government, right? Northern Virginia itself is a, huge client of 
federal government resources, and the federal government is a huge client to, many of 
these data centers and tech companies that are powering their everyday functions for 
the most classified to those that are more, you know, consumer facing. And so I think 
that's one of the reasons why we continue to see a plethora of growth of data centers in 
and of itself. that doesn't come without any type of, pushback from state legislators or 
communities. 

And we can talk about that a little later in terms of how we begin to look at that 
conversation in the future. But yeah, clearly, you know, these edge centers as well as 
those that are going to be designed for more military and intelligence operations are 
gonna continue to grow within this DMV area because of its proximity to the federal 
government. 

CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: So we also look internationally at data [00:10:00] center 
locations and in our paper report that two thirds of the world's data centers are in the 
United States, Europe, and China. Much of the rest of the world actually has few data 
centers and potentially. Could be left behind in the whole AI revolution. So Nicol, I was 
wondering if you could discuss the global south and why it is so important that Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America develop their own data centers so that they are not left behind 
in the digital revolution. 

CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: Yeah, Darrell, and you recall this was like a 
conversation, we right in the paper around like how you create a more geo, I don't 
wanna say geopolitical conversation, but it seems to be the most appropriate term, but 
how you ensure that we're building data centers that accommodate the increasing 
demand for artificial intelligence and compute. 

And, would love for you to chime in also on the European Chinese, context of data 
center growth. But of course, you know, the global south. It has a tendency to be on the 
fringe of dominant conversations when we talk about the expansion of AI. And most 
importantly, there's often sort of a disregard for the level of compute ability that these 
countries will require as technology becomes more embedded, in their everyday lives. 

I mean, hate to tell people out there, but you know, the same way that we use 
generative AI models here in the United States and in the European Union, and other 
places. The African Union is an increasing, subscriber and user of generative AI 
products. And the African Union, just as an example, has been in, pre, you know, many 
talks to try to figure out ways in which they can harmonize some of the needs of the 
technology, growth of their. 

Residents in ways that also align with their infrastructure development. And that Darrell, 
you know, as a person, again, who has studied mobile [00:12:00] technology in 5G, the 



global south has always been somewhat collateralized in these debates. Meaning, 
primarily, you know, suppliers for them tend to come from China, where I think there's 
an opportunity to really figure out ways in which we create the same type of compute 
infrastructure for those regions. I think that's also important because we really do not 
wanna see this chasm of an AI compute divide based on where infrastructure resides. 
And so I think it's particularly important to sort of weigh out those equities, particularly 
for, American companies, tech companies in particular that want to do more business 
outside of the United States, in terms of land space and capacity, to, be built around, 
water systems or lakes or oceans. Obviously global south regions like Latin America, 
African Union, Southeast Asia, some instances India provide those opportunities. 

So, I would love to see more work on that. I think, Darrell, one of the things that we 
promised ourself in this paper that we wanna tell people is that we were not gonna 
make it into a dissertation length paper, but we would be able to sort of build off of many 
of these topics, in future blog post or research. 

But Darrell it's so interesting to me, right? Because China, on the other hand, it's at a 
comparative growth rate in data center development like the us, but like what makes 
them different as well?  

CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: Well, it's interesting that you mentioned China because 
as, I just came back from a trip to China. 

I spoke at a technology, conference there. China is investing heavily in AI in general 
and data centers in particular because they know this compute, power is just going to 
be so important, and right now, the two leading countries on AI are the United States 
and China. The rest of the world is lagging far behind. 

And the thing that is interesting about the data center thing is just how important it is for 
every region of the [00:14:00] world to have data centers because, for example, as edge 
computing applications start to become more prevalent, like autonomous vehicles are 
starting to take off, you wanna make sure there's low latency. 

You don't want a lag between the data center and the application, with things like 
autonomous vehicles, like they need to make decisions in an instant second. You don't 
want to have a substantial lag there. And every region is going to need data centers in 
their home country in order to take advantage of all the cool new things, that are, taking 
place. 

Now, the other thing that we did in our paper, Nicol, was to discuss the various factors 
that are limiting the construction and operations of data centers. And two things in 
particular that we identified are, one, the need for copper, steel, and aluminum in order 
to build the data centers. I mean the, in the chores that I have done, like there's a lot of 
copper, steel, and aluminum that goes into, these, products, in these, facilities. 



And so, with the new tariffs on, some of these. commodities, it's, increased the costs of 
the construction, of the data centers, and, that's been a problem. And then secondly, on 
the workforce side, just the need for electricians to wire them. There's a tremendous 
amount of electrical wiring that goes into these, data centers. 

Kind of connecting the file servers and the networking equipment, and there is a 
shortage of electricians. So what are the problems, Nicol, that, you are seeing in these 
areas that's, slowing the development of these data centers?  

CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: Well, I mean, I am no expert on this in any means, 
but I do think it's part of the conversations that I've been in recently when it comes to 
data centers. 

When you start to look at copper, steel, and aluminum, it's just impossible to look at 
these, main raw materials without thinking about export controls, and tariffs, right? there 
is going to be a lot of conversation going forward, [00:16:00] and it's already happened 
primarily in the chip space around the ways in which you have the appropriate export 
controls and hardware and software and other technologies, that will be needed to build 
data centers and to do them in a capacity that protects national security. And I, do think 
that right now among people who follow this issue more specifically, that this is still 
something that has to be worked out between the various stakeholders that are working 
on the export control space. 

And I think the tariff situation in terms of, you know, the way it. Appears to not have the 
type of certainty that is needed when it comes to these particular raw materials will have 
an impact as well. I mean, I really want people to remember, right, that data centers are 
not necessarily like retail stores, right? 

You just don't walk in and all of a sudden you're like, hey, give me a juice up, you know, 
on my generative AR or my laptop because I'm about to do some more complicated, 
complex processing and computational models. I mean, we're talking about spaces that 
have to be built. So what you're talking about, Darrell, and what we talk about in the 
paper, copper, steel, and aluminum are part of the components of building quality data 
centers. 

And then you're also about talking about getting electricians and trades people to do so. 
Right. And that has been a conversation for many years that has gone under the radar 
with regards to the trades and the opportunities that have been available to them in this 
emerging economy. And now when we have this opportunity to employ more trades. 

Men and women, we don't necessarily have them in the queue, and we still have some 
of the stringent requirements that we talk in the paper about, which makes it harder for 
electricians, for example, to work between the states of Florida and Texas. So Darrell, I 
think, I don't wanna say it's a perfect storm. 



It's probably the perfect time to be talking about what we talk about in the paper, 
because at some point it is going to converge. It will become a 2026 agenda item, it's 
obviously one of significant importance to the White [00:18:00] House as well, but the 
key thing is. We have to create this environment, which makes, the, barriers much lower 
to be able to construct these facilities if we're trying to meet the increasing demand of AI 
use. 

Which as you know, and I think you've got a piece that's come out on this, on Tech 
Tank blog, AI has become the top, the talk of the town and it's also the talk of the 
wallets and it's a speculative bet by many that this will be the future of technology. 
Again, most people do not realize that it does require the essential data out, data 
centers to have the essential electrical components and power and water as well as 
electricity to be, to make them much more effective and successful and resilient. 

CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: I mean, one of the things we do in our paper is to try and 
think about possible remedies for these issues. So you mentioned these, workforce, 
shortages and the need for, more electricians. there actually are some policy, steps that 
can be undertaken that would help to address this issue. So for example, in the trades 
area, a lot of the licensing requirements for plumbers, electricians, and so on are at the 
state level. 

You can be certified as an electrician in Florida and then have difficulty working in 
Texas or a vice versa. And so we suggest in our paper, the need for more flexible 
licensing of workers in various trades areas, just to encourage more mobility across 
particular states. There are, job retraining and vocational education programs that need 
to be expanded. 

In this rush towards the digital economy, people seem to be seem to be forgetting we 
still need people with good trade skills, the electricians, the plumbers, and the, 
construction, workers. We need, as we kind of think about the future of our digital 
economy to emphasize the training programs, that's actually going to help.[00:20:00]  

And then the other thing that has popped up is just the housing problems of the workers 
that are needed to build these data centers. Housing costs have skyrocketed in many 
places around the country. Trade workers need affordable and reasonable 
accommodations, especially in the areas where the data centers are being built. 

So housing is actually also a constraint, on the construction of these, data centers. So 
there are lots of problems and obstacles and issues that we identify in our paper. But 
the good news is there are some policy measures that we could undertake, that would 
actually, make a difference. 

The other problem area that we highlight is some of the permitting requirements. So 
companies need permits to build data centers, and right now there are a number of 



community zoning and environmental issues that can slow permitting. And we know that 
in some communities, like especially in Northern Virginia where there are so many data 
centers, there are some communities that are actually starting to rebel. 

They're worried about electric, price increases, the impact on, water, in their localities 
and, so on kind of the noise and light pollution that, sometimes is associated, with, data 
centers. So Nicol, how are these issues affecting data centers and what can be done 
about them? 

CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: Well, I think what's so interesting about, you know, all 
the things that you've mentioned is that these have been considerations again, that 
happen when we're trying to vest new infrastructure, wherever people live, and in 
particular, in areas that sort of intersect with, power and water systems. 

Permitting becomes quite complicated. Again, I can only keep suggesting the time that I 
spent in the 5G space and just thinking about the poll, right? And all of the licenses and 
certifications and, permits and zoning requirements that came with [00:22:00] how 
many, utilities could essentially, hang their stack on the everyday utility pole because 
many people do not realize it's hosting your cable, your telephone, your electrical grid, 
and so maybe your, security system. There's so many things that come with permitting 
that make this a very complicated process. What's interesting here on this topic, which 
is why it has become such a buzz conversation, is that the White House has really 
expressed, immediate interest in building more data centers. 

The July, 2025 AI Action Plan is quite clear that there will be the removal of these 
regulatory burdens, expedited permitting processes, expedited environmental 
remediation, if at all sort of pushing out the door, the burdens that come with trying to 
get these data centers built. Now, whether or not that's gonna be a good thing or bad 
thing, I don't know, Darrell, right? 

Because we're dealing with electricity and we're dealing with water. And I think those 
are two areas which tend to have, some, pushback or resistance from communities 
when you do things too quickly under the guise of permissionless innovation, right? 
Build fast, break it down, fix it later kind of methodology, because we've seen across the 
country where certain communities have dealt with the after effects of that type of 
expeditious build out, mainly. 

polluted water systems, polluted soil, non abated or remediated areas when it comes to, 
human concern and human safety, or the safety of agriculture, et cetera. So I think 
that's gonna be an area where there may be more conversation on just how fast the 
permitting process can be done on data centers, and the extent to which it's done with 
some community benefit in mind, which I'm not sure. 



when I talk to people and we talk about, [00:24:00] we, haven't talked about it here, but 
we talk about it in the paper. Nuclear energy is obviously one of the areas that has been 
recently discussed. I recently testified before a committee on Congress where there was 
a mention that we should be able to turn the switch on today on many of these, 
decommissioned nuclear reactor sites. 

But they were, decommissioned for a purpose and for a reason. And I think it's 
important, again, as we think about permitting and removing some of the zoning 
requirements, we also should think about the extent to which we are going to build 
these mini reactor sites, which, honestly are going on right now in areas we're just not 
aware of how many, everyday people aren't at least. 

But I think it's important that we sort of consider the permitting process still within the 
context of, environmental remediation and community benefit.  

CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: And it's interesting. In Trump's AI Action Plan, he does 
propose, expedited permitting in order to reduce some of the roadblocks and make it 
easier for companies to acquire building permits. 

One of the proposals is to exempt data center projects from certain review 
requirements, dictated by the National Environmental Policy Act, the Clean Water Act, 
and the Clean Air Act. There's also been a suggestion about having national permits for 
data centers as opposed to locally required ones. 

Trump also suggested allowing the construction of data centers on designated federal 
lands in order to free up more land for data centers. So there are a number of proposals 
on the table, in the permitting area that's designed to kind of speed up the current 
process so that we don't lose time on this. 

The other area where I think everybody is in agreement is the need to update our 
electric grid system and our electric transmission lines, like many parts of this system 
were built decades ago and is in desperate need of modernization. So how can we 
make progress here?  

CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: Well, I mean, I think [00:26:00] that's really the million 
dollar question, right? 

Which is we've had these aging legacy energy grid systems, and some people don't 
know this. When I was in my prior life at another think tank, I was actually interested in 
the energy grid, believe it or not. Many of, people that I know, were at the Department of 
Energy at the time, and I think I wrote a paper about this actually. 

You know, for those of you that know Nicol Turner, Lee, there's no topic that goes 
unexplored. But what's so interesting about the energy grid today, those legacy systems 



are really not, capable of carrying the type of energy requirements that we're actually 
seeing with data centers. In fact, in some communities where data centers are currently 
running, there's some concern that there's an increase in costs due to the strain on the 
current grid that is powering, residential houses, businesses, et cetera. I live in 
Alexandria and for years, can I tell you, years I lived on the part of the grid, that any type 
of wind would just knock out our power and we would be out, you know, for maybe 30, 
40 minutes before the power would come back on. And that occurred in my entire town 
home community. It wasn't just my home. And so that was the fragility of the grid and its 
existing form, you know, just a few years ago. My point is, tech companies are now 
beginning to see that they are up against these legacy modernization efforts, which in 
many respects aren't going fast enough. Maybe they should have done, been done prior 
to this evolution of data centers. Maybe not. Maybe they didn't anticipate that this was 
gonna happen. Who knows? The bottom line is, we're seeing a lot of tech companies 
build out their own electrical infrastructure. 

As I mentioned previously, recommission some nuclear reactors or go towards micro 
nuclear reactor sites to power the data centers themselves. If they're building them 
closer to the data centers, which also presents. Possibly, some challenge to the 
community who is [00:28:00] experiencing some of the things that I experienced in 
Alexandria. 

My point is we definitely need this to be an integrated policy concern. I would love to 
see more coordination between the Department of Energy and what we're seeing on the 
data center front as the White House has sort of purported their support of this. You 
know, maybe we should be doing the same when it comes to the energy grid as well, 
because I don't think it's gonna go away. 

And I do think we'll create, and I've said this on, on different discussions potentially two 
parallel energy systems that also can create a have and have not scenario for people 
who are enriched, are being enriched in those areas. Does that make sense, Darrell? 
Like I, I just keep like in my mind thinking like. 

We have so much work to do on the energy grid itself. we have a variety of, you know, 
until recently, those sun, many of those were rolled back, but we had a variety of 
options and alternatives to be able to power energy in the country. But now we're 
adding on a different layer that is going to have some speed bumps that happen just 
because the two industries work on different timelines. 

CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: No, I think you are a hundred percent right on this the 
electric area is one of the limiting factors right now in the construction and operations of 
these, data centers. And if we don't get a better handle on that, it's gonna be hard to get 
all the advantages of the new AI applications that are coming online because they need 
a lot of energy. 



And you mentioned the Department of Energy, that department is estimated that the 
United States needs to add more than 100,000 miles of new electric transmission lines 
just in the coming decade. So we're gonna need to invest there. Sometimes, at least 
under the current rules, it takes as long as 10 years to build new transmission lines that, 
move electricity from region to region. 

So we need to think about how to do that, how to do that, faster and better than, we 
currently are doing. And it's also interesting that, there are some ways in which 
technology may actually become part of [00:30:00] the solution to this problem. 
Because, for example, there are new tools coming online that could make transmission 
lines more efficiently. So rather than losing power, as electricity gets moved around 
geographically, AI can actually improve the operations and facilitate a more efficient and 
sustainable electrical system. There's some new carbon fibers that are being 
developed, that, are lighter and potentially can move larger amounts of electricity. 

So, some of the areas are starting to experiment. with that, the data centers are starting 
to develop what they call closed cooling systems that require less water and can still 
keep file servers at the low temperatures required for effective operations. There are 
actually new computer chips coming online that operate more efficiently and do not heat 
up as much. And so technology could ironically become part of the solution, that helps 
us deal with, the issues that we have been, talking about. So Nicol, we also know there 
are issues in terms of who pays for data centers. And also who gets, the benefits. So 
I'd, be interested in hearing your thoughts on the who pays and who benefits aspects of 
data centers. 

CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: This goes back to this conversation of like how we 
actually replace, you know, both the transmission and distribution infrastructure of 
electricity. Again, that's very old, you know, quite frankly, and honestly, consumers pay 
for that. I mean, we've seen in some research that it's not across the entire country 
where consumer pricing, when it comes to electricity is spiking. 

And a lot of it has to do with, areas in which there's a high propensity of data centers 
just because it's also feeding off of that grid. I mean, I think at the end of the day, here's 
my like big, hairy, audacious goal, right? That we find ways that perhaps community 
[00:32:00] benefit for data center expansion, given the fact that people are not giving up 
their AI right? 

At this point, at least they're still gonna use their AI, is that we figure out like how can a 
company, a big tech AI developer that is trying to ensure that they have the power. How 
can we think about, you know, a, AI company partnering with a utility company like in 
the area of electricity or an irrigation system, company, to think about ways in which to 
improve the entire community in which it's actually placed. Let me tell you what I mean 
by that. We're seeing data centers in areas that do need better irrigation systems. The 
water quality is pollutant and there are ways in which. Tech companies who have the 



need for more power could essentially support that community in ways in which they 
can develop much more efficient, probably low cost water irrigation systems. 

The same thing with energy. I don't know about this one, Darrell, I'm just gonna say I'm 
not saying this with a huge degree of confidence because there is like these sectoral 
differences and we're dealing with highly regulated utility companies like electricity. I'm 
not sure how ready utility companies are ready to give in because I didn't see them give 
in during the telecom boom. 

But my point is perhaps, one way to actually shift the cost and make them lower is to 
figure out ways in which AI developers can work closely with community zoning boards 
and utilities commissions throughout the United States to contribute to an updated grid 
as opposed to developing parallel grids. 

I also think, going back to your point about the trades, you know, we've talked about 
tech companies investment in communities when it comes to like STEM careers and 
getting more data scientists. Well, it seems to me that tech companies could also invest 
in apprenticeships and trades people who are actually building these facilities. 

I mean, people do not realize, when these data centers hit [00:34:00] communities, 
most of the jobs are generated in construction. there's probably a hundred to 150 
people that sit within the building on a daily basis. To monitor, the cooling systems to 
make sure the, infrastructure is running and operable. 

It's the construction where the most of the money is going to be made. And I think the 
benefit to communities is by investing in the people that live in the corridors of these 
expanded data centers and giving them an opportunity to get more apprenticeships or 
expand their trade skills to be much more statewide and, cross licensed or to figure out 
ways to encourage more students to go into the trades. that's a different community 
benefit that we have historically spoken about when it comes to community, mitigating 
what they think are, future risk associated with any type of infrastructure, build or zoning 
flexibility. but I think those are really interesting ideas that we talk about in the paper that 
I'm sure we're gonna talk about more as this paper series expands beyond this first 
project.  

CO-HOST DARRELL WEST: No, I think you're right. companies do need to talk more 
about the benefits, that the data centers in AI in general bring to particular communities 
and it can be in terms of job training, improved internet access, closing the digital divide 
and other types of things. But, this whole topic of who pays and who benefits is actually 
becoming a bigger part of the national conversations surrounding, data centers. There 
are lots of different proposals out there, on each of those, fronts, but particularly the who 
pays for data centers issues because they're the companies obviously are paying for 
the construction of the data center. 



Where the issue is coming is on the electricity side. Since we need much greater 
electrical capability than we have right now, there's a big debate over who pays for that 
building out that electrical capability. [00:36:00] And right now in a number of states, we 
are seeing a substantial increases in electric rates, that consumers are paying and 
consumers are getting upset about that. 

In Ohio, for example, the Public Utility Commission has been debating a proposal that 
firms with data centers larger than one gigawatt should pay 85% of the new need for 
electrical usage up from the current 60%. So in Ohio, basically the discussion is, you 
know, can we shift more of the financing to the tech companies, that the states feel 
have the financial means to actually pay for this. 

So that's, one proposal. there are other, areas where some of the companies are 
actually floating bonds, so that they can get the money up front. To pay for this new, 
infrastructure with the expected revenues, coming over time that would then pay for 
those, bonds. So there are lots of different proposals out there. 

Our paper kind of outlines some of those things. And on the benefits side, we really 
need to help consumers understand that the data centers are just so crucial to the 
future of AI, that all of the benefits of AI. Really depend on building out the data centers. 
If we don't do a better job, building out state-of-the-art data centers, it's gonna be much 
harder for the AI revolution to spread and for people to get the benefits of the new 
applications that are coming online. 

So, Nicol, I think, that pretty much covers a number of the things that we talk about in 
our paper. As you just mentioned, this is the first of several papers and events that we 
will be holding on data centers. It's a very important, topic we're gonna be covering this 
in the coming year. 

So Nicol, I want to thank you for joining this conversation. It's always great to get your 
perspective. And for our listeners, you can read our data center paper and follow our 
work on our [00:38:00] tech tank blog, on technology innovation in general, and you can 
find both of those things at brookings.edu. 

So thank you very much for tuning in. 

CO-HOST NICOL TURNER LEE: Thank you for listening to Tech Tank, a series of 
round table discussions and interviews with technology experts and policymakers. For 
more conversations like this, subscribe to the podcast and sign up to receive the Tech 
Tank newsletter for more research and analysis from the Center for Technology 
Innovation at Brookings. 

 


