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Data centers use water to cool their computer
servers, which produce an enormous amount
of heat. This process uses a lot of water and
introduces new heat and toxic pollution into
wastewater, exacerbating existing water
quantity and pollution challenges. 

Data center developers have flocked to
counties along the Columbia River, resulting
in some of the fastest growth in the nation.

The following is an overview of the major ways
that data centers’ direct water use impacts the
Columbia River, and why strong protections
are necessary. 

https://www.columbiariverkeeper.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/2026.02.26-Data-Center-Closer-Look-Report.pdf
https://www.columbiariverkeeper.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/2026.02.26-Data-Center-Closer-Look-Report.pdf


Data centers use extraordinary amounts of water, most of which is lost
through evaporation.

Every year, a 100 MW “hyperscale” data center will use 100 million gallons of
water, the equivalent of the annual domestic use of 2,500 people.  [i]

As of mid-2026, Big Tech is proposing up to 5 GW of new data centers in just 10
counties along the Columbia River,  using over 5 billion gallons of water per
year.

[ii]

 Google’s data center complex in The Dalles, Oregon, consumed 302 million
gallons in 2023 and 550 million gallons in 2025, ranking among the most water-
intensive centers in the nation.[iii]

Data centers consume up to 85 percent of the water they withdraw through
evaporation.[iv]

When previously contaminated water is used for data centers, a large majority
of the water evaporates, but pollutants like nitrates and heavy metals remain,
increasing the concentration and creating a byproduct that is even more toxic.  [v]

Data centers that use water based cooling systems can be more energy efficient,
while those that use air based cooling use less water but more energy. There is
no best practice that conserves both water and energy.[vi]

Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission’s Energy and Water Impacts and
Recommendations for the Oregon Data Center Advisory Committee [i]

The Water Foundation’s Water & Data Centers Report

 Shehabi et al, United States Data Center Energy Usage Report, at note 1, (2024), https://escholarship.org/uc/item/32d6m0d1 [i]

 Columbia Riverkeeper, Dirty Secrets: Data Centers Drive Demand for Gas in Oregon,Washington, (2026)
https://www.columbiariverkeeper.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/2026.06.01-Dirty-Secrets-Data-Centers-Drive-Demand-
for-Gas.pdf 

[ii]

 Rao, Ranked: Google’s Thirstiest Data Centers, Visual Capitalist, (2025). See also, Rogoway, More Oregon water for Google’s
data centers, more concern over secrecy, The Oregonian (2026).

[iii]

 https://mostpolicyinitiative.org/science-note/data-center-water-use/ [iv]

 Cooper, ‘The Precedent Is Flint’: How Oregon’s Data Center Boom Is Supercharging a Water Crisis,
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/data-center-water-pollution-amazon-oregon-1235466613/ 

[v]

 The Energy & Water Use Impacts of Building System Design for Data Centers, (2025) https://critfc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/03/data-center-report.pdf 

[vi]

 Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, Energy and Water Impacts and Recommendations for the Oregon Data Center
Advisory Committee (2025)

[i]

https://dor.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-12/2025DataCntrWrkgrpPrelimReport.pdf  
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Oregon and Washington are currently in the worst megadrought on
record.  [i]

Washington Department of Ecology’s draft forecast for the next 20 years
highlights critical challenges to water supply in the Columbia River Basin as
warmer winters and shrinking snowpacks, along with declining groundwater
levels, will result in even less water being available.[ii]

According to a national Bloomberg News analysis, “two-thirds of new data
centers built or in development since 2022 are in places already gripped by
high levels of water stress.”[iii]

Data centers’ reliance on hydropower increases the risk and severity of
salmon kills.

Data centers place additional nonessential stress on the hydropower system
during critical periods. During major power shortages, the Bonneville Power
Administration implements emergency protocols, including reducing or
eliminating fish protections at federal dams.
In a 2001 power shortage that triggered emergency protocols, millions of Tribal
treaty-protected juvenile salmon and steelhead were killed.  [iv]

Additional data center electricity demand threatens to prolong operation of the
Lower Snake River dams and exacerbate hydropower's impacts on salmon and
other Tribal fishery resources.[v]

Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission’s Presentation to the Oregon Data Center
Advisory Committee

 A megadrought is a period of extreme dryness that lasts for decades. Oregon.gov, Oregon Drought,
https://www.oregon.gov/owrd/programs/climate/droughtwatch/pages/default.aspx 

[i]

 Wash. Dept. of Ecology, New forecast shows anticipated risks to Columbia Basin water supplies, (2026)
https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/who-we-are/news/2026/july-1-new-forecast-shows-anticipated-risks-to-columbia-basin-
water-supplies 

[ii]

 Nicoletti, et al. AI is Draining Water From Areas That Need it Most, Bloomberg, (2025)
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2025-ai-impacts-data-centers-water-data/ 

[iii]

 CRITFC Presentation to the Governors ACDC, Data Centers Impacts on Energy and Reliability,
https://www.oregon.gov/energy/get-involved/Documents/12-Christine-Golightly-Ed-Sheets-CRITFC-DCAC-05-29-2026.pdf.

[iv]

 The Yakama Nation Data Center Findings and Recommendations to the Washington Governor and Legislature, (2025),
https://dor.wa.gov/about/data-center-workgroup. 

[v]
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Data centers pollute water by adding heat and toxic chemicals,
exacerbating existing water quality challenges.  

Data centers use chemical slurries to manage temperature, prevent corrosion,
and kill microorganisms. However, without reporting requirements, data
centers are highly secretive about what chemicals they add to water.
Some data centers are promoting “closed loop” systems for cooling that use
PFAS and other chemicals for cooling and may use less water directly. More
information is needed to understand the trade-offs of these systems, how often
and where they are discharging, how accidents and spills would be addressed,
and specifically what chemicals would be used.  [i]

In other parts of the country, communities near data centers have found their
water contains excess sediment, nitrates, and per- and polyfluoroalkyl
substances (PFAS).[ii]

In Morrow County, Oregon, Amazon data centers may have exacerbated an
existing nitrate pollution crisis. Some of the drinking water tested contained
nearly ten times the federal safety limit for nitrates,  with 689 of the wells
tested for nitrate pollution by Oregon Health Authority determined to be unsafe
to drink or cook with.  In March of 2026 Amazon settled a lawsuit with
impacted residents for $20.5 million.  

[iii]

[iv]

[v]

 Perkins, Advocates Raise Alarm over PFAS Pollution from Datacenters amid AI Boom, The Guardian, (2025),
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/oct/04/pfas-pollution-data-centers-ai

[i]

 Id. [ii]

 Baumhardt, Amazon to pay $20.5 million settlement over northeast Oregon nitrate pollution, Oregon Capital Chronicle (2026)
https://oregoncapitalchronicle.com/2026/03/31/amazon-to-pay-20-5-million-settlement-over-northeast-oregon-nitrate-
pollution/ 

[iii]

 Oregon Health Authority, Nitrate testing, treatment, and water delivery for the Lower Umatilla Basin, LUBGWMA Data
Dashboard, (2026)
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/ph/healthyenvironments/drinkingwater/sourcewater/domesticwellsafety/pages/data.aspx 

[iv]

Baumhardt, Amazon to pay $20.5 million settlement over northeast Oregon nitrate pollution, Oregon Capital Chronicle (2026)
https://oregoncapitalchronicle.com/2026/03/31/amazon-to-pay-20-5-million-settlement-over-northeast-oregon-nitrate-
pollution/ 

[v]
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Thermal Pollution: The Environmental Protection Agency regulates heat as a
pollutant under the Clean Water Act. 
Heat pollution is already a major concern for the Columbia River: significant
portions of the river have been identified as “impaired” by high temperatures.
Data Centers exacerbate this problem by creating warm wastewater. 

[i]

Small increases in river temperature can reduce dissolved oxygen levels—
which is vital for fish survival—and generate harmful algal blooms causing
stress for salmon, steelhead, and other cold-water fish. 
According to an international study on the heat dissipation of data center
hyperscalers, data centers raise surrounding temperatures by around 2°C,
creating a heat island effect. This can affect temperatures of nearby
waterbodies and triggers a feedback loop, requiring even more energy and
water to cool the systems.[ii]

Environmental Justice: While Big Tech profits, data centers strain local
resources of underserved communities.

Data centers’ strain on communities is unevenly distributed and
disproportionately affects rural communities. In Eastern Oregon, Morrow
County has 10 current data center campuses and more in development.
Roughly 30 percent of the county lives in mobile homes and 40 percent live
below the poverty line, and the vast majority of residents rely on shallow well
water with heavy nitrate contamination from neighboring industrial
agriculture.  

[iii]

[iv]

Ratepayers’ water bills spike as data centers require expanded water
infrastructure. The Dalles, Oregon, plans to increase water rates by over 85
percent in the next 10 years alone, taking the typical residential bill month from
$57.65 to $123.34 per month.[v]

S&P predicts that demand for new construction is expected to double by 2030,
most of which in rural counties like Morrow County that are otherwise reliant
on agriculture.[vi]

 Environmental Protection Agency, TMDL for temperature in the Columbia and lower Snake Rivers, (2020)
https://www.epa.gov/columbiariver/tmdl-temperature-columbia-and-lower-snake-rivers 

[i]

 Marinoni et al., The Data Heat Island Effect: Quantifying the Impact of AI Data Centers in a Warming World, ARXIv (2026),
https://arxiv.org/abs/2603.20897.

[ii]

 https://www.oregon.gov/energy/get-involved/Documents/2026-04-24-DCAC-Facilitator-Summary.pdf [iii]

Cooper, ‘The Precedent Is Flint’: How Oregon’s Data Center Boom Is Supercharging a Water Crisis,
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/data-center-water-pollution-amazon-oregon-1235466613/ 

[iv]

 City of The Dalles, Water System Master Plan Update: Table 8-9, (2024)
https://www.thedalles.gov/departments/public%20works/master%20plans/cotd-water-system-master-plan-update-nov-
2024-final.pdf?t=202502191842100 

[v]

Cooper, ‘The Precedent Is Flint’: How Oregon’s Data Center Boom Is Supercharging a Water Crisis,
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/data-center-water-pollution-amazon-oregon-1235466613/ 

[vi]
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Data center development has gone largely unchecked—we need to
address data centers’ water use and pollutants as part of a holistic
suite of protective regulations.

Transparency: Data center operators often conceal their water usage, making it
extremely difficult for the public to know the amounts of water consumed by
individual facilities. Only half of data center owners and operators even
internally track water use, due to the lack of regulatory obligations.  Case in
point: In 2023, The Dalles sued The Oregonian to prevent it from obtaining
basic information on water usage by Google's data centers, claiming that water
use is a “trade secret.”

[i]

Exploiting Municipal Water Systems: Data centers produce wastewater at
levels most existing public wastewater treatment plants are not prepared for
and introduce atypical pollutants that these systems are not designed to treat.
In addition, some data centers strain municipal water systems. In The Dalles,
Oregon, the city is seeking to increase water supply by acquiring land within
the Mount Hood National Forest to tap into a watershed that provides cold
water to the Hood River, a tributary to the Columbia River, and supports
salmonids.

[ii]

[iii]

Indirect Water Use: Data centers also use huge amounts of water indirectly—
such as from fossil fuel or nuclear power plants, as well as chip production.
This can be a larger use of water than what is directly used for cooling a data
center.  [iv]

Honor the Earth: No Data Centers on Native Land! Organizer Toolkit

 Bizo, Uptime Institute Global Data Center Survey, Uptime Institute, (2021)
https://uptimeinstitute.com/uptime_assets/4d10650a2a92c06a10e2c70e320498710fed2ef3b402aa82fe7946fae3887055-
2021-data-center-industry-survey.pdf 

[i]

 Yanez-Barnuevo, Data Center and Water Consumption, Environmental and Energy Study Institute
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/data-centers-and-water-consumption; See also, in Cheyenne, Wyoming the construction of a
data center introduced a rare bacterium that the municipality was unable to properly treat resulting in the bacterium remaining
in water being reused for irrigation. Willson, Data centers face a new environmental concern, Greenwire, (2026).
https://www.eenews.net/articles/data-centers-face-a-new-environmental-concern/ 

[ii]

 Ehrlich, As Google’s water demands grow, The Dalles aims to pull more from Mount Hood forest, Oregon Public Broadcasting,
(2026). https://www.opb.org/article/2026/01/15/as-googles-water-demands-grow-the-dalles-aims-to-pull-more-from-mount-
hood-forest/

[iii]

 The Water Foundation, Water and Data Centers report (2026) https://waterfdn.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Water-
Data-Centers-2026.pdf

[iv]
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	The Water Foundation’s Water & Data Centers Report
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	Oregon and Washington are currently in the worst megadrought on record.[i]
	Washington Department of Ecology’s draft forecast for the next 20 years highlights critical challenges to water supply in the Columbia River Basin as warmer winters and shrinking snowpacks, along with declining groundwater levels, will result in even less water being available.[ii]
	According to a national Bloomberg News analysis, “two-thirds of new data centers built or in development since 2022 are in places already gripped by high levels of water stress.”[iii]
	Data centers’ reliance on hydropower increases the risk and severity of salmon kills.

	Data centers place additional nonessential stress on the hydropower system during critical periods. During major power shortages, the Bonneville Power Administration implements emergency protocols, including reducing or eliminating fish protections at federal dams.
	In a 2001 power shortage that triggered emergency protocols, millions of Tribal treaty-protected juvenile salmon and steelhead were killed.[iv]
	Additional data center electricity demand threatens to prolong operation of the Lower Snake River dams and exacerbate hydropower's impacts on salmon and other Tribal fishery resources.[v]
	Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission’s Presentation to the Oregon Data Center Advisory Committee
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	Data centers pollute water by adding heat and toxic chemicals, exacerbating existing water quality challenges.
	Data centers use chemical slurries to manage temperature, prevent corrosion, and kill microorganisms. However, without reporting requirements, data centers are highly secretive about what chemicals they add to water.
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	In other parts of the country, communities near data centers have found their water contains excess sediment, nitrates, and per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS).[ii]
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	Thermal Pollution: The Environmental Protection Agency regulates heat as a pollutant under the Clean Water Act.
	Heat pollution is already a major concern for the Columbia River: significant portions of the river have been identified as “impaired” by high temperatures.[i] Data Centers exacerbate this problem by creating warm wastewater.
	Small increases in river temperature can reduce dissolved oxygen levels—which is vital for fish survival—and generate harmful algal blooms causing stress for salmon, steelhead, and other cold-water fish.
	According to an international study on the heat dissipation of data center hyperscalers, data centers raise surrounding temperatures by around 2°C, creating a heat island effect. This can affect temperatures of nearby waterbodies and triggers a feedback loop, requiring even more energy and water to cool the systems.[ii]
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	Ratepayers’ water bills spike as data centers require expanded water infrastructure. The Dalles, Oregon, plans to increase water rates by over 85 percent in the next 10 years alone, taking the typical residential bill month from $57.65 to $123.34 per month.[v]
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