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CASE STUDY

 
Energy, the Environment & AI:  
Data Centers Come to West Texas 

Assume that you are a county 
commissioner of Rural County, Texas, a 
sparsely populated county in West Texas. 
A new tech start-up, Data Centers of 
Amarillo (DCA) has applied for 
permission to construct a hyperscale data 
center in your county that will service the 
needs of the largest AI companies. DCA 
promises that many construction jobs will 
come your county’s way while the data 
center is being built and some permanent 
jobs will be created as well for people who 
will monitor and maintain the data center 
after its completed. 

You know that the latest Texas poll shows 
that 62% of residents in agrarian areas like 
Rural County oppose the construction of 
data centers in their community, while 
only 22% support such construction. 
Despite this opposition, many companies 
choose to locate their centers in rural 
counties where the land is cheap, there are 
fewer people to muster opposition, the 
residents lean toward conservative 
political views, and where local politicians 
such as yourself have fewer regulatory 
tools than do larger cities. 

 You need to prepare for a public hearing 
on the matter. DCA’s representatives will 

argue that you should grant their permit 
application because of the jobs it will 
create and the firm’s ability to minimize 
adverse impacts on the county and its 
residents.  

On the other hand, many county residents 
as well as representatives of various 
environmental groups have signed up to 
speak at the hearing. You know that many 
of them will urge you and your fellow 
commissioners to deny the requested 
permit due to environmental concerns 
encompassing such important issues to 
residents such as energy shortages, water 
depletion, environmental pollution, and 
noise pollution.  

Both state and national media are covering 
the controversy. This may be the most 
important decision of your public service 
career. Ultimately, you will have to decide 
whether to vote to greenlight the proposal, 
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try to block it altogether, or something in 
between. What will you do?  
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Discussion Questions 

[Note: the facts on the ground change quickly in the world of AI. You should do your own 
independent, updated research in answering these questions.] 
 

1. Several of your citizens make it clear at the hearing that they are worried that the 
data center will use massive amounts of electricity, drive up electricity costs as a 
simple matter of supply and demand, and perhaps overload the grid. Steady energy 
supply is especially important for residents’ health and well-being given the soaring 
summer temperatures that your county is now experiencing. From your research, do 
you believe that these are reasonable concerns that county commissioners should pay 
close attention to? Why or why not? Support your argument with evidence. 
 

2. What response to these claims regarding energy might you expect from DCA? Can 
DCA lodge a credible response? If so, explain and support with evidence. 
 

3. If DCA’s main response is to say that the firm intends to seek power from new 
sources not currently available in Rural County, how persuasive do you think that 
you’ll find DCA’s response and why? 
 

4. Like many Texas counties, Rural County is short on water. It draws its water for 
drinking, agricultural irrigation, lawn watering, and other purposes from the 
Longhorn Aquifer, which has been substantially depleted in recent years due to 
ongoing drought and is now worrisomely low. Most local residents, especially 
farmers and ranchers, are seriously concerned about shrinking water supplies. One 
citizen notes in the public hearing that large data centers like DCA’s can consume up 
to 5 million gallons of water a day, which is pretty much what a town of 10,000 to 
50,000 people might consume. This kind of water consumption would match the 
entire population of Rural County. Is this cause for concern? Or is this just a 
conspiracy theory? What does your research tell you? 
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5. Can DCA make a plausible response to this water argument that would ease your 
mind and make it easy to vote to support its application? What if one of its responses 
is that it hopes to replace water cooling with air cooling? Is that a practical response 
in Rural County? Why or why not? 
 

6. Should you simply reject this proposal and tell DCA to go seek permission to build 
in another area?  Is this a feasible alternative for DCA? Is it the best choice for Rural 
County? 
 

7. Assume a DCA spokesperson says in response to citizens’ worries about the data 
center’s carbon footprint the same thing that a speaker in the video short tells her 
daughter about IBM: “…we’re looking at how do we lessen the impact on the 
environment?” Does that response satisfy you on the issue? If so, why? If not, what 
answer would you like to see from DCA? 
 

8. Another environmental impact from data centers arises from the round-the-clock 
noise that they emit. If some of your constituents are worried about this because 
they live close to where DCA wishes to build its data center. You do not. Will you 
take this potential noise pollution seriously or is this merely an urban legend? What 
does your research tell you? 
 

9. Are all these citizen and environmental complaints simply “not in my backyard” 
NIMBYism in action that a responsible political official would ignore? Explain. 
 

10. In 2026, the Virginia legislature considered imposing a tax on data centers that 
would raise $600 million a year in tax revenue. If Rural County imposed a tax on 
DCA’s data center, might it raise enough money to realistically solve some of the 
environmental challenges that the data center might inflict on county residents? If so, 
how? What would those environmental remedies look like? Would this additional 
revenue stream for your county induce you vote to approve the permit request? Why 
or why not? 
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