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Testimony on Data Center Study Commission 

Chair Chavez, Vice Chair Landis, Ranking Member Smith, and Members of the Senate Energy 

Committee: 

 

My name is Jessica Sharp, and I am an organizer for the Wilmington Residents for Responsible 

Development and native Ohioan. Thank you for the opportunity to testify in regard to the data 

center study commission. I have several points of concern regarding the data center explosion in 

Ohio, and specifically in my town, Wilmington. 

 

Strain on the Grid and Ratepayers 

Large-scale data centers consume enormous amounts of electricity, sometimes even more than 

the rural counties in which they are sited. Meeting that demand requires grid upgrades, new 

substations, and new generation. While companies may pledge to “pay their own way,” 

infrastructure costs and grid reliability risks in fact presently fall back on everyday ratepayers.  

I hear every day how my community struggles with the rising price of energy, with no relief in 

sight. The bills I used to consider high three years ago are low today. At a time when Ohio 

families are struggling with high energy bills, it is irresponsible to expand preferential treatment 

for one of the most energy-intensive industries in the world. 

Behind-the-Meter Generation: Fuel Cells and Small Modular Reactors 

Many data centers now utilize “behind-the-meter” generation to secure dedicated power supplies. 

This includes natural gas–fueled fuel cells and, increasingly, discussion of small modular nuclear 

reactors (SMRs) located nearby or directly serving data center campuses. 

Fuel cells powered by natural gas still rely on fossil fuels and produce carbon emissions and 

other pollutants. For data centers over 50MW, local control is lost entirely in siting decisions for 

such proposals, which then fall under the jurisdiction of OPSB. I have a contact in Hilliard, Ohio 

facing this very issue right now. 

Even more concerning is the emerging proposal to pair data centers with small modular reactors. 

In my town, a councilman acknowledges this possibility and is seemingly unconcerned with the 

consequences. While SMRs are often promoted as innovative and safe, they still remain nuclear 

facilities with associated risks, including radioactive waste management, security requirements, 

emergency planning zones, and long-term decommissioning obligations. Locating nuclear 

generation primarily to serve private corporate demand raises profound questions about siting, 

oversight, liability, and community consent. 



Communities should not become testing grounds for experimental or first-of-its-kind nuclear 

technologies simply to meet the energy-hungry appetite of private data infrastructure.  

Air Pollution from Diesel Generators 

Data centers rely on large banks of diesel backup generators. During power outages, grid 

emergencies, or curtailment events, those generators can run for extended periods. In some 

markets, they also participate in demand-response programs that allow them to operate off-grid 

during peak grid stress. 

Diesel exhaust contains fine particulate matter (PM2.5), nitrogen oxides (NOx), and other 

pollutants linked to asthma, heart disease, and premature death. When dozens or even hundreds 

of high-capacity diesel engines operate simultaneously, the cumulative emissions can 

significantly impact surrounding neighborhoods. I am hearing now, too, that because of their 

status as “emergency” power backup, they may be exempt from some air quality requirements. 

In my case, a hyperscale data center campus is proposed just 200 feet from my home with 252 

industrial generators on site. A second data center proposal is being considered adjacent to this 

site as well. As a young mom with our second on the way, I am increasingly worried for my 

children’s future air quality and health. 

At the same time, protections for ordinary Ohioans are being rolled back at record speed with 

legislation such as the rescission of the 50-year-old “air nuisance rule” as part of the state Clean 

Air Act implementation plan. This amendment, snuck through as a line-item in budget HB 96 in 

2025, reduces communities’ ability to hold major polluters accountable by removing a pathway 

to sue industrial in federal court for violations. Whatever your thoughts are on climate change, 

no one wants to live next to an industrial operation without air quality protections. 

Global and Local Water Stress 

Data centers are also water-intensive, depending on the cooling systems. A single large facility 

can consume millions of gallons of water per day. Fully liquid cooled, closed-loop systems are 

available, but they are not prevalent nor suited to all climates. 

Institutions such as the United Nations and the World Bank have warned that global water stress 

is accelerating due to climate change, overuse, and population growth. Some analysts describe 

the trajectory as approaching “water bankruptcy”—a condition in which water demand 

persistently exceeds sustainable supply. 

While Ohio is often viewed as water-rich because of Lake Erie, we are not immune to drought, 

aquifer stress, or interstate water disputes. As more and more data centers come online, it’s hard 

to anticipate the long-term impact on prior water appropriations. Approving high-volume 

industrial water users today locks communities into long-term commitments that may not reflect 

future supply. 

Light Pollution 



Extensive security lighting and 24/7 operations contribute to light pollution around data centers, 

negatively affecting nearby neighborhoods and local wildlife. There are few standards to limit or 

control excessive nighttime illumination, leaving communities exposed to disruptive artificial 

light. Data centers should meet Dark Sky International guidelines to minimize impact. 

I am also concerned about transparency on this issue. Our AWS proposed data center was first 

touted by the local Port Authority as putting off 0.00 foot candles of light at the property line, but 

this statement was amended to be 0.05 after I noted a discrepancy in the applicant’s site plan 

presentation January 6. My neighborhood already has some light pollution from Ahresty about ½ 

mile down the road. Adding a hyperscale data center putting out 0.05 foot-candles is a big 

difference and would materially change the nature of our small-town surroundings at night. 

Low-Frequency Noise  

Residents living near data centers across the country report persistent low-frequency humming 

from cooling systems, fans, and mechanical equipment. Low-frequency noise travels farther and 

penetrates walls more easily than typical environmental noise. It can disrupt sleep, elevate stress 

levels, and diminish quality of life. Many local noise ordinances are not designed to address this 

type of industrial noise due to measuring only dBA and disregarding the continuous nature of the 

noise. Anecdotally, I have heard similar nuisance reports from other communities with data 

centers, including neighbors to a Google mega campus in Lancaster, Ohio. Ohio families should 

not have to endure 24/7 industrial noise in their homes because zoning standards were inadequate 

or bypassed. 

This is a primary concern for me in Wilmington. Our elected officials have not hired an 

independent acoustical expert to complete a noise model of the proposed data centers, nor to 

review our existing noise ordinance components and enforcement mechanisms. As a result, our 

actual ordinance specifies only 60 dBA day/55 dBA night at the property line for light industrial 

to residential. Further, dBA does not measure low frequency noise, but even if it did, this limit is 

much too high given our baseline of 35-40 dBA in this area. Amazon completed a noise study as 

part of their site plan application, and in my opinion this is inadequate without third-party review 

due to the developer’s refusal to include worse-case comparison models. 

I have been speaking to noise consultants trying to bridge this knowledge gap, but still my city 

blows me off. I did retain an acoustical expert to speak to these concerns, and he validated that 

adding a hyperscale data center next to single-family homes is anticipated to create nuisance 

noise impacts. Still, my city presses forward, eyes focused on the tax revenue prize. Small towns 

are simply not equipped to do this sort of work on a noise ordinance. The tax dependence such a 

project could create on a single employer also raises concerns for the feasibility of enforcement. 

We need robust, evidence-based regulations at the state level to protect Ohio residents from day 

one. 

Data Center Jobs and Revenue 

Proponents frequently emphasize job creation and new revenue. However, data centers are 

capital-intensive and acknowledge creating relatively few permanent on-site positions once 

construction ends. 



According to my uncle who works on data centers, construction jobs are often filled by 

specialized union contractors who travel from project to project around the state. During 

operations, many positions require advanced technical certifications that are not always sourced 

locally. As a result, promised employment benefits may not meaningfully reduce local 

unemployment. This is a big deal in a town like Wilmington, where construction is touted as the 

major economic benefit of a data center moving in. 

Tax abatements and incentive agreements can significantly reduce the net fiscal benefit to 

schools and local governments for years or decades. In Wilmington, a public records request 

turned up documentation that, in my opinion, coerced the local school board to accept a 

lackluster PILOT. The Board was told that if they did not accept the terms of the abatement, the 

city would lose the project entirely. The abatement was framed as an “all or nothing” deal, rather 

than a voluntary commitment. Even worse, communities are being pitted against each other to 

offer the largest tax savings to developers in hopes of attracting a data center deal.  

Further, employment commitments are sometimes framed as projections or goals rather than 

binding, enforceable requirements. If job numbers fall short, communities may have little 

recourse. The tax abatement that was proposed in Wilmington lacked robust clawback provisions 

to protect against such a situation. 

As we have seen, the state’s sales tax exemption for data centers wildly underestimated the 

revenue foregone with this program. We are leaving money on the table to subsidize some of the 

largest corporations on Earth. Ohioans statewide are struggling to make ends meet with ever-

increasing costs of living and have gone so far as to run an “Ax the Tax” campaign, in direct 

response to families being priced out of their homes due to recent property revaluations. Imagine 

the revenue that these data centers could provide unabated. 

Additional Considerations to Improve The Study Commission 

Though the proposed data center study commission includes important elements for the 

commissioners to consider as discussed above, it fails to address several concerns deeply felt by 

communities that have been impacted by irresponsible data center development. The bill could 

be strengthened by requiring the Commission to consider the following:  

Harm to Residential Property Owners 

When industrial facilities are located near single-family neighborhoods, property values can 

suffer. Homebuyers are understandably hesitant to invest next to large industrial campuses with 

constant mechanical noise, visible infrastructure, security fencing, truck traffic, and on-site 

power generation. What’s worse, the secrecy shrouding many data center developments means 

that some families built their forever home unknowingly next to a future data center site. Mine is 

one such family. In our case, we closed on our home just one day before an AWS site was 

rezoned “light industrial,” but found out only a few months ago due to NDAs. Organizing 

against this development has become a full-time job that I never wanted, all in an effort to 

protect my children. 

Homeownership has long been the key to the American dream. If property values decline or 

homes are unsellable due to proximity to data centers, nearby homeowners bear that loss 



disproportionately. Speaking candidly, my family would be forced into debt if we attempted to 

move at this time. We just built what we thought was our forever home and are growing our 

young family, and then we learned a data center was coming in literally next door. Given this, 

our only option is to stay and fight like hell—for every Ohio family watching their American 

dream slip away. 

Meanwhile, corporations like AWS are offered long-term tax abatements and incentives. To add 

insult to injury, we have discovered that a prominent data center-friendly law firm, Vorys, has 

been advising our Port Authority on a data center deal for years, all on the taxpayer’s dime. 

Loss of Local Control and Exploitation of Rural Communities 

Many townships and rural counties do not have specialized planning staff or technical expertise 

to evaluate the full implications of hyperscale data center projects. In my county, our regional 

planning commission consisted of exactly one person at the time our zoning ordinances were 

changed to allow data centers as a permitted light industrial use, hyperscales and all. This 

individual was fresh out of school and acting as interim Executive Director due to understaffing. 

Our Port Authority representative, Josh Roth, while under NDA to AWS, advocated for this 

zoning text amendment just one month before revealing that an “incredible opportunity” had 

been in the works for over 18 months. Legislative recommendations were discussed in the 

abstract while never disclosing the true nature of the request. There is no way our RPC staffer 

could have anticipated and planned for the protections we would need for not one, but two, 

hyperscale data centers now facing Wilmington. Worse yet, relevant information was withheld 

from deliberating members of the Planning Commission, Council, and the public.  

Large multinational corporations, supported by teams of attorneys like Vorys and Bricker and 

Graydon, frequently target economically distressed rural communities with promises of jobs and 

revitalization. I have heard time and again the “hook” of tens of millions promised to replace 

aging sewer trunk line in communities like mine. Really, this is pennies in comparison with 

multi-billion dollar investments from multi-trillion dollar companies. When local budgets are 

tight and communities are desperate for growth, the pressure to approve projects can be 

immense. Well-meaning but naive city councils are all too quick to sign on the dotted line.  

Proper Zoning Classification and Siting 

Hyperscale data centers are not light duty office buildings or warehouses. They are intensive 

industrial operations with significant energy consumption, on-site power generation, heavy 

mechanical systems, and environmental impacts. My neighbors and I make exactly this claim in 

our lawsuit, Sharp et al. v City of Wilmington, currently pending a hearing next week by Judge 

Hopkins in the Southern District of Ohio. President Trump’s Ratepayer Protection Pledge seems 

to make the prospect of behind-the-meter power generation even more likely. While I support 

data centers paying their own way, if power is generated on site 200 feet from neighborhoods, 

we will have a new problem.  

In my opinion, these facilities should be classified as general or heavy industrial uses under local 

zoning codes—not commercial or technology office uses. We intend to bring an expert FAICP 

Planner to the stand in our suit to make this case. In particular, I believe hyperscale facilities in 

excess of 50 MW should be sited heavy industrial due to the possibility of future behind the 

meter power generation on site escaping community control. Furthermore, data centers should 



require conditional use approval, ensuring independent impact studies and ongoing compliance 

monitoring. Perhaps too late, my community has finally set a hearing to make data centers a 

conditional use. Conditional use zoning helps to ensures accountability and meaningful 

community input.  

My community has also been impacted by the passage of HB 96 in 2025, which raised the 

referendum signature threshold from 15% to 35%. We just submitted a successful referendum 

petition to pause the rezoning of 545 additional acres for our second potential data center and are 

pending the November election for a final decision. Fortunately, we made the ballot with 

signatures to spare, but it took a coordinated team of 45 volunteers 25 days to make it happen. I 

can see no reason to increase this signature threshold other than to make it more difficult for 

citizens to exercise their referendum rights. In my opinion, this legislation elevates the interests 

of property owners, developers, and legislators over constituents who seek to lawfully challenge 

a land use. 

Fire Risk and Emergency Response 

Data centers house massive battery storage systems and high-voltage electrical infrastructure. 

Lithium-ion battery fires are extremely difficult to extinguish and can burn for extended periods, 

releasing toxic fumes. Local fire departments may not have the specialized training, equipment, 

or staffing necessary to manage these complex industrial incidents, especially in rural or 

volunteer-run areas. Before offering incentives, the legislature must ensure that emergency 

responders are fully funded and prepared for these unique hazards, without shifting costs to 

taxpayers as we saw in Jerome Township, Ohio. Jerome Township wrote an open letter to AWS 

citing the increase in costs and service demands their township observed after that data center 

came online. They had to run multiple levies for constituents to make up the deficit in emergency 

services. I just learned that this facility suffered yet another significant fire incident in April 

2026. In a word, they described their fire department as unprepared to face these challenges. 

I have spoken to my county EMA, city fire chief, and district Fire Marshal, and there is 

seemingly no safety plan for the data centers proposed for my community. I have been told that 

they are not yet at the stage of safety planning, but I have concerns about approving a project 

without these preparations. With the proximity of two massive data centers surrounding three 

neighborhoods in Wilmington, I am concerned that we will find ourselves woefully unprepared 

for a worst-case scenario. Timely evacuation would not be plausible from my location in the 

back of the neighborhood with its single exit and frequent construction traffic, and I worry my 

family and my pets could be impacted by a fire and/or resultant air quality event. 

Cybersecurity and Critical Infrastructure Risk 

While data centers play a role in national digital infrastructure and AI advancement, their 

concentration raises concerns about cybersecurity vulnerabilities and physical security risks. 

Moreover, the rapid expansion of these facilities without local oversight increases risks of 

sabotage or cyberattack, especially when sourcing hardware from China. 

Data centers concentrate enormous volumes of digital infrastructure in physical facilities. That 

concentration makes them high-value targets for cyberattacks and potential physical sabotage. 

This is not speculative; there have been several attacks on AWS facilities in the Middle East 



already. Communities deserve transparency around physical security measures, cybersecurity 

protocols, and coordination with state and local emergency management.  

Transparency and the Role of HB 695 

There is righteous outrage over the use of non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) between 

developers and local officials during negotiations. When incentive packages, infrastructure 

agreements, or environmental impacts are shielded from public view, residents are denied the 

transparency and input they deserve. Frankly, the use of NDAs by elected officials in this way 

seems to violate Sunshine Laws and constitutional due process. 

Pending legislation such as Ohio House Bill 695 seeks to address the misuse of NDAs in public 

matters. I will be submitting interested party testimony on this bill separately. Decisions that 

affect entire communities should not be negotiated in secrecy, and I support legislation to 

prohibit the widespread use of NDAs in local land use decisions. This has been a sore spot in my 

own data center site fight, which hinged on the use of NDAs to obscure the existence of this 

project from the public for nearly two years. 

Importance of Centering Local Community Impacts 

Finally, the data center study commission includes many important measures to improve 

policymakers’ and the public’s understanding of data centers’ expansive impacts on local 

communities. However, the following topics to be considered by the Commission open 

opportunities for industry stakeholders to control the narrative and suppress impacted 

communities’ efforts to inform the Commission about the tangible harms they have experienced: 

Reports of Foreign Propaganda and Opposition 

There have been reported cases of foreign actors leveraging propaganda to stir opposition to data 

centers in vulnerable communities. While local resistance groups, like my own, often stem from 

genuine environmental and economic concerns, the influence of disinformation campaigns 

underscores the need for transparent public engagement, fact-based communication, and 

community empowerment. I am further concerned that the frequency of disinformation events is 

being overblown in an effort to silence local voices of the opposition. The truth is, we are your 

everyday constituent, and we will keep showing up. We have built a robust network of 

community opposition leaders, and we are sharing strategies in real time to fight for systemic 

change.  

I am also hearing a lot about the AI infrastructure buildout being related to national security. I do 

understand that we are in a race with China to build the best tools, but I would encourage each of 

you to think critically about what we are sacrificing on the home front in this fight. There is no 

reason that these data centers need to be sited so close to communities. There is an abundance of 

industrial land available for such uses, but developers want the closest, cheapest access to the 

water and the grid that they can get. In Wilmington, AWS turned down a site proposed by the 

Port Authority in our industrial region and instead privately negotiated a sale on a parcel of 

farmland right next to my home. The Port Authority, while under NDA, advocated to the 

Planning Commission and City Council both to 1) reclassify data centers as permitted light 

industrial uses, and 2) rezone this parcel to light industrial. Never once was the nature of the 

project revealed, nor its actual incompatibility with the residential areas surrounding it. 



Developers like AWS have unlimited funds and must be held accountable to play by the rules, 

rather than changing them to suit their purposes.  

Closing Remarks 

Ohio can and should embrace innovation without sacrificing public health, environmental 

stewardship, property rights, fiscal responsibility, or democratic accountability. While the data 

center study commission is a good start, we must enact a statewide moratorium while this 

legislation progresses. I know of at least two dozen Ohio communities facing clandestine data 

center development deals right this minute, and those developers are hoping they are 

grandfathered out of any oversight changes. 

In addition, I would propose that local communities are invited to the table of this data center 

study commission. We have collectively spent hundreds of hours researching best- and worst-

practices for data centers. I personally know plenty of other community leaders eager to share 

their findings at the statehouse, and I would be happy to share these contacts if requested. 

Thank you for your time and consideration.  

Jessica Sharp, LSW, MSW 

Wilmington Residents for Responsible Development, Organizer 
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