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Chairman Adam Holmes, Chairman Brian Chavez, and esteemed members of the 
Select Committee on Data Centers, my name is Helena Volzer, and I am the Senior Source 
Water Policy Manager at the Alliance for the Great Lakes. On behalf of the Alliance, thank 
you for the opportunity to provide subject matter testimony today on data center 
freshwater and community impacts.   

A lifelong Ohioan, I hold a bachelor’s degree in political science and international 
studies from Wright State University as well as a law degree from Case Western Reserve 
University School of Law. As Senior Source Water Policy Manager at AGL, I bring a depth of 
knowledge and legal expertise to AGL’s water resources policy work. I previously spent 
over a decade serving the Ohio General Assembly as an attorney at the Ohio Legislative 
Service Commission, conducting research and drafting and analyzing legislation on 
environment, natural resources, agriculture, and transportation and public safety related 
matters. I recently authored AGL’s A Finite Resource report, examining how demand for 
water is increasing across the Great Lakes region and the need for serious planning, policy 
and regulatory actions now to ensure water availability for future generations.  

AGL is a nonpartisan non-profit organization that has been working for over 50 years 
throughout the Great Lakes region to protect our most precious resource: the fresh, clean, 
natural waters of the Great Lakes. The Great Lakes are a globally significant, finite, and 
precious resource. They hold 22% of the world’s fresh surface water and provide drinking 
water to over 40 million people in the US and Canada. Perhaps less well known is the 
Lakes’ essential connection to groundwater. Between 20 and 40% of the water flowing into 
and out of the Great Lakes system originates as groundwater. In Ohio, about 42% of 
residents rely on groundwater for their drinking water.  

Yet as I speak, groundwater is becoming increasingly vulnerable to overextraction, 
especially during peak summer months that are growing hotter and drier due to climate 
change. For example, Ohio experienced such significant drought in the spring and summer 
of 2024 that the state authorized $10 million in drought relief for farmers. The connection 
between groundwater and surface water means surface water resources can become 
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stressed if groundwater becomes depleted. With simultaneously competing demand for 
water from agriculture, industry, data centers, and residential use, Ohio communities are 
facing complex trade-offs in managing finite water supplies.  

Nevertheless, large water users such as data centers are being proposed and sited 
before there has been any comprehensive evaluation of whether the watershed can handle 
it. Currently, factors such as groundwater recharge rates, whether existing supplies can 
sustainably  meet future demand, including the data center’s water use at peak capacity, 
the potential impacts on water and wastewater ratepayers, and the cumulative effects of 
increasing water withdrawals are not even being factored into decision-making processes 
and they should be.       

What happens when water supplies aren’t sustainably and responsibly managed?  

· Conflict. Increased water stress creates potential for intensified groundwater 
conflicts that Ohio groundwater law is currently ill-equipped to resolve.  

· Ecosystem impacts. When groundwater is pumped out faster than it can recharge, 
water levels drop. This can cause wells to run dry, reduce flow to rivers and 
streams, and degrade wetlands.  

· Increased costs. Increased water scarcity means increased costs; if well owners 
or water systems have to drill deeper, they incur not only additional expense; it risks 
contaminating aquifers. Drilling deeper may not even be an option if the aquifer is 
depleted – potentially necessitating a costly connection to another water system 
that can supply water. Furthermore, if water systems aren’t prepared to handle data 
centers at their peak capacity, it can cause drops in water pressure for customers 
and lead to water main breaks- introducing additional contamination to the system 
that must be treated for. All of these costs could easily trickle down to water and 
wastewater ratepayers. 

· Unsafe polluted water: Ohio regulations are not designed to sufficiently monitor 
and regulate pollutants in data center wastewater discharge. After decades of 
remediating Ohio waterways from the last centuries' industrial and agricultural 
pollution, it is critical to prevent any future pollution at the source. We simply don’t 
know enough about the contents of data center wastewater discharge and there is a 
need for more comprehensive monitoring and effluent limitations to safeguard 
water quality.  

· Increased pressure on the Great Lakes system. When groundwater levels 
decline, so does the natural flow to our streams, rivers, and lakes. Over time, that 
cumulative pressure increases – ultimately causing communities to have to look 



elsewhere for water. We can already see this happening as communities like Joliet 
in Illinois are turning to Lake Michigan for water.  

A framework for more sustainable and transparent water use is urgently needed. Over 97% 
percent of data centers connect to public water supplies, meaning that the registration 
and consumptive use reporting requirements that Ohio does have do not apply. As you 
heard from Director Mary Mertz of the Ohio Department of Natural Resources last 
week, ODNR is seeing a noticeable increase in public water supply withdrawal. 
However, because these reporting requirements don’t apply, ODNR cannot currently 
determine how much of that is attributable to large water using facilities like data 
centers. Moreover, where data centers are powered by fossil fuels or nuclear power, they 
drive additional water use and consumption at those power plants. Those plants, as 
Director Mertz also noted, are not required to obtain consumptive use permits, and this is 
a gap the state should seek to close.  

 Transparent water use reporting, a comprehensive system to manage water 
resources sustainably and accountably to reduce the potential for groundwater conflict, 
and consumer protection requirements to ensure that data centers pay their fair share of 
water and wastewater infrastructure can be among the solutions.    

Technology changes quickly – just a few years ago, we had no AI and no hyperscale 
data centers. But right now, the Great Lakes region hosts nearly one-fifth of all U.S. data 
centers, with growth expected to exceed national averages through the end of the decade. 
The speed with which this development is going means that Ohio urgently needs a state-
level framework that adapts to the times and provides a comprehensive way to ensure 
water is available right now and for future generations. Consistent rules that monitor water 
use, ensure transparency, and prevent pollution are necessary to equip the state with the 
tools it needs to make sure that clean, fresh, water is available for all. Because if there is 
no clean safe water, there won’t be any data centers or economic development either.  

Protecting the Great Lakes requires aligning economic development strategies with 
hydrologic reality and preventing future pollution. While Ohio has begun developing 
regional demand studies, they do not include ecosystems and groundwater baseflow in 
demand calculations. Moreover, they should be an ongoing and formally incorporated part 
of Ohio’s conservation and efficiency program and be required to be utilized by state and 
county economic development corporations when making siting decisions. Ohio should 
not issue a general NPDES permit allowing data centers to directly discharge wastewater 
into Lake Erie, rivers, and streams under a “one-size-fits-all” permit with minimal 
oversight. Finally, Ohio should override the governor’s veto of the repeal of the sales and 
use tax incentive specific to this one industry, which was both developed at a time that 



predates the very resource intensive hyperscale facilities we are seeing now and costs the 
state millions in exchange for very little direct employment generation. 

Ohio needs an evidence-based regulatory framework and a long-term planning 
approach that supports economic growth while preventing the disastrous consequences 
of unsustainable water use and pollution. At the same time, we recognize the challenging 
and multifaceted nature of this subject and stand ready to work with all interested parties 
and levels of government to ensure that we build a science-based framework that can both 
adapt to the rapidly changing economic landscape while preventing irreversible adverse 
water resource impacts.  

We again wish to thank Chairmen Holmes and Chavez for the opportunity to testify 
today regarding the impact of data centers to Ohio’s precious water resources and I’m 
happy to answer any questions at this time.  

 


