
 

 

Issue Backgrounder on Data Center Impacts on Agriculture 

The increasing reliance on “cloud-based computing” and the recent explosion of online use of artificial 

intelligence (AI) have led to a booming demand for large data processing centers. Some of these facilities 

have been built in more urban areas, but due to their tremendous size, companies often seek to locate 

them in more rural locations, making these developments yet another well-financed competitor for 

farmland.  

While their potential impact on agricultural land and land values may be the most obvious concern for 

neighboring farms, there are several issues created by these facilities that farmers should consider if a data 

center development is proposed in their area.  

What are data centers? 

Data centers are specially designed facilities built to house computer systems, telecommunication systems 

and memory storage facilities. According to the data center map, there are currently 55 data centers in ten 

different markets within Wisconsin, up by 11 since August of 2025, and there are 12 more proposed or 

under development.  

How much land is needed to support a data center? 

Data centers need a minimum of 40 acres for a small center and upwards of 1,000 acres for a large center. 

Locating one of these facilities in an otherwise agricultural area could directly impact land values, but it is 

also likely to require changes in local zoning that could also impact nearby farms and land values.  

Like agriculture, data center development is increasingly framed as a national security issue. A recent 

Goldman Sachs study looking at the ongoing excess demand for data processing and storage for years to 

come noted that, “Data is often referred to as the ‘new oil’ in the digital economy, but there is a key 

distinction. Unlike oil reserves, which are naturally determined by geography, data centers can be 

strategically built in locations chosen by businesses and governments.”  

Going forward, we will have to balance our capacity to feed ourselves and our capacity to support and 

power our digital infrastructure.  

What is the energy consumption of data centers? 

A data center costs $9-15 million per megawatt to build. Large hyperscale data centers that are built by 

major companies like Meta or Microsoft, are millions of square feet in building size and over 100 

megawatts. A 100-megawatt data center’s daily power consumption is equivalent to the energy needs of 

roughly 80,000 U.S. households.   

The growing number of these large facilities throughout the state and country presents a significant 

challenge for power generation and the cost of power to other consumers. Costs for the construction of 

power generation infrastructure are generally passed on to ratepayers throughout the system, while 

increased electricity demand can also raise costs due to scarcity (see more on this below).   

The federal government is projecting the “strongest four-year growth in U.S. electricity demand since 

2000, fueled by data centers.” Figures from American Farm Bureau Federation show farms spending 41% 

more on electricity in 2025 than they did in 2019, with another 7% increase projected for 2026. Together, 
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these trends point toward a growing need for additional electric generation and transmission capacity. As 

companies also face increasing pressure to power data centers with renewable energy, demand for land 

will continue to intensify, heightening competition between agriculture and solar and wind development. 

What is the water usage of data centers? 

Much of the energy consumed by these facilities, often close to half, is used to cool their systems. This is 

typically done by using either a water or an air-cooling system. Water is used in different forms to cool 

the centers' systems. The most popular ways to use water are chilled water systems with cooling towers to 

remove heat from the systems. When using a chilled water system, coils are used to circulate the cool 

water from the central chiller and collect the heat from the data centers. The system then expels the 

absorbed heat that is collected through the coils and propels it outside into the air.   

There is controversy around this method due to the amount of water consumption involved in the process, 

which depends on the size of the facility. A large hyper-scale data center that is 100 megawatts can 

consume roughly 530,000 gallons of water per day for the various cooling strategies.   

Water for the facilities is usually supplied by municipal or regional water utility facilities, but rural 

locations may require multiple high-capacity wells running on an ongoing basis. The water used in the 

data centers can only be recycled through the systems so many times due to scale-forming minerals or 

because of the water’s conductivity. Water that can no longer be used in the centers can be discarded or 

repurposed for irrigation.  

Hyperscale facilities are tasked with water replenishment projects due to their large amounts of water 

consumption. The large facilities have pledged to be more water positive by 2030, but what that looks like 

right now is unclear. Some facilities have stormwater retention ponds to collect water for various 

functions within the facilities, but using this water requires more infrastructure to treat the water before 

data center usage.   

The air-cooling systems reduce the usage of water as a coolant in the process. This system monitors the 

temperature outside and draws cool air in through a filter and directly into the server rooms. There is also 

a method that filters hot air through a wet filter and pushes cool air into the server rooms.   

In addition to considering the impacts water consumption for cooling may have on local wells, farmers 

should also consider the potential impacts of stormwater runoff from the facilities. These impacts can be 

mitigated if management mechanisms are included in the design of the facility, but there could still be an 

impact on nearby landowners.   

These landowners may also be impacted by 24/7 lighting and noise from the facility. Additionally, nearby 

landowners may experience substantial disruptions to their property from new utility easements necessary 

to support the needs of these facilities.   

How do data centers impact economies? 

In the short term, these facilities may provide a substantial boost to the local economy from construction 

jobs and the need to feed and house a construction workforce, but in the long term, they support a rather 

limited number of jobs for the size of the investment. The value of the improvements may add 

substantially to the local property tax base, but that depends on the tax incentives agreed to by state and 

local governments.   
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According to the Wisconsin Department of Revenue, there is a sales and use tax exemption on the sale of 

materials and equipment purchased for construction of or installation in data centers that are certified by 

the Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation. The buildings must meet a qualified investment in 

Wisconsin within five years of WEDC issuing its certification. Eligible costs generally include computer 

servers, racks and other hardware installed in the buildings, cooling systems for the buildings and 

computers, energy sold to the operator and construction materials for the buildings themselves. Details on 

the exemptions can be found here and a full list of the exempt materials can be seen here.  

As of May 2026, four companies (Epic, Meta, Microsoft and Oracle) have been certified by WEDC to 

construct “qualified data centers.” Figures recently shared with legislators by the non-partisan Legislative 

Fiscal Bureau projected that the state will initially forego $1.5 billion in sales tax revenues, plus an annual 

$369 million per year, for the four certified companies.  

Other economic impacts, including utility rate changes attributable to data center development, remain a 

moving target. In Wisconsin, the Public Service Commission (PSC), a body of three administrative 

judges, regulates utility rates and projects. A recent ruling by PSC on a We Energies proposal to construct 

and pay for new power generation and transmission capacity needed for one of the new data centers, the 

commission made changes to the We Energies proposal that included provisions with a stated goal of 

ensuring the full cost of any new facilities purpose built to serve data centers be paid for exclusively by 

the data center owners. The ruling required the companies to provide financial assurance through an 

insurance policy, bond or other financial device as a guarantee against construction costs being passed on 

to other customers.  

Importantly, these provisions were a policy choice by PSC not a requirement of Wisconsin law, and the 

ruling does not limit the discretion of the PSC to change utility rates in the future to account for growing 

energy demands in the state.   

Data security and farm businesses 

Finally, it is important to note that modern farms and farm equipment generate an enormous amount of 

data and increasingly rely on the digital infrastructure provided by data centers. While this does not 

require those facilities to be local, farmers should consider where they want their data to be housed and 

processed when discussing data center location. For instance, an overseas data center can add available 

capacity but may not be an appealing option when it comes to data security. 

The rapid expansion of data centers across rural landscapes presents significant considerations for local 

farmers. Beyond the immediate concerns of land use and value, these facilities introduce complex 

challenges ranging from increased demand on local utilities to potential environmental impacts like water 

consumption and stormwater runoff. While they may offer short-term economic benefits from 

construction jobs and tax revenue, the long-term effects on agriculture and community infrastructure 

warrant careful assessment and planning. As data centers continue to proliferate, farmers and 

policymakers alike must engage proactively in ensuring that these developments align with sustainable 

practices and mutually beneficial outcomes for all stakeholders involved.  

Wisconsin Farm Bureau Federation Policy 

• Energy: Alternative Sources - We support Wisconsin law requiring an Agricultural Impact 

Statement (AIS) to construct commercial solar, wind, battery energy storage systems 

(BESS), high voltage transmission lines, and datacenter projects on agricultural land. 

https://www.revenue.wi.gov/Pages/FAQS/ExemptionforQualifiedDataCenter.aspx
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• Land Use: Farmland Preservation - We support policies that protect Wisconsin’s 

agricultural land, water resources, and rural infrastructure from adverse impacts caused 

by the development of data centers and other high-consumption facilities.  

1. This includes preserving prime farmland through zoning, prohibiting these kinds 

of development on land zoned for agriculture, and requiring agricultural impact 

assessments before project approval.  

2. We support mandatory transparency in water and energy use for high-

consumption facilities, including required disclosure of projected energy usage 

and cooling methods. We further support state and federal standards that prioritize 

environmental stewardship and long-term agricultural viability when reviewing 

solar, wind, BESS, and data-center projects.  

3. We support equitable infrastructure planning that prevents rural ratepayers from 

being disproportionately burdened by increased energy demands. We also support 

local approval authority in the permitting of solar, wind, BESS, and date center 

projects to ensure that agricultural and community interests are full represented. 

Discussion Questions 

• Should Wisconsin keep the current tax exemptions for tangible personal property for 

qualified data centers as it exists today? Should the state’s liability be capped? 

 

• What level(s) of government (state/county/municipal) should have approval authority for 

data center projects? 

 

• Should Wisconsin have statutory regulations to determine who is responsible for paying 

the costs of new generation and additional electricity infrastructure built to support data 

centers? 

 

• Should Wisconsin establish rate increase limitations to protect residential and existing 

industrial users from increased energy costs due to new demand from data centers? 

 

• How should Wisconsin balance the need for land and water usage for agriculture with the 

pressure to maintain data security and increase capacity for AI computing? 
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