Perspectives on Data Center Impacts: Andrew Bockis

March 31, 2026, from 19:00 to 20:15

Purpose: This webinar was hosted by the League of Women Voters of Indiana County, focusing
on data center development, energy infrastructure, and environmental permitting in Pennsylvania
from a legal perspective. The guest speaker was Andrew Bockis, an environmental energy
lawyer.

Summary: Pennsylvania's favorable conditions for data centers, including abundant power
generation, existing transmission infrastructure, and water resources, are driving rapid
development within the data center industry. In response, regulators work to prevent cost-shifting
of data centers to ratepayers of energy as developers are building data centers. That leads to the
discussion of the data centers building their own generation facilities. Discussions of permits for
data centers and questions from attendees rounded out the conversation.

Summary Point of the Webinar
What is a Data Center

e Facilities housing computer servers that store, process, and transmit digital information
(Examples of medical records, streaming services)

e New Hyper-scale data centers consist of multiple 150,000 square foot buildings
(comparable to 12 Home Depots), supporting hundreds of thousands to millions of
servers

Why Pennsylvania Attracts Data Centers

e Existing power infrastructure with the ability to "plug things in" without building new
transmission lines from scratch, which are among the most difficult infrastructure to build
due to public opposition

e Natural Resources advantages: Access to coal, natural gas, and water resources

What is being done by Distributors and Developers?

Distributors

e PJM
o PJM Interconnection operates the largest grid in the US, covering 13 states plus
DC, serving 65 million people from Delaware to Illinois



o Pennsylvania generates one-third of all PJM energy, making it the largest net
exporter of energy in the United States

o Load balancing requirements of maintaining a constant 60Hz frequency across the
grid

o Current energy production mix is 59% natural gas, 30% nuclear, 7% coal, 4%
renewables (only 1.4% solar), showing that Pennsylvania, with current
technology, is unable to switch to renewable energy sources

e Public Utilities Commission Actions

o Interconnection cost allocation: Requiring data centers to pay all upfront
interconnection costs rather than spreading to ratepayers

o Minimum term contracts: Consumer Advocate recommended 20-year
commitments to match infrastructure investment timelines to prevent
abandonment of the center

o Possibly creating a separate customer classification for large load customers (data
centers)

o A proposal to mandate data centers bring their own power generation

Developers

e Behind-the-meter projects: Some data centers (like Homer City) produce their own power
and don't draw from the grid to avoid ratepayer cost-shifting objections
e Approximately 12+ Pennsylvania data center projects are in development

Local Zoning Framework

e Most ordinances don't define data centers because of their unique nature of facilities that

don't fit neatly into warehouse, office, or utility categories
o Data centers could potentially fall under big box regulations, but municipal
interpretations vary

e Municipality-by-municipality review occurs without zoning amendments; projects
require case-by-case approval through zoning hearing boards because of no widespread
litigation

Environmental Permitting Framework and Permits

e DEP regulates activities, not projects, rather than end-use determination, maintaining the
same standards regardless of whether the project is a data center, warehouse, or
residential development

e [Earth Disturbance Permits

o Required for all dirt movement and site grading
o Regulate stormwater runoff to protect water resources and minimize
erosion/sedimentation



e Water Obstruction and Encroachment Permits (wetlands)

o

o

Required for any activity affecting wetlands, streams, or waterways

Prevalent in Pennsylvania because it is the second state to have the most stream
mileage

e Storage Tank Permits
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Required for diesel fuel storage in "belly tanks" beneath backup generators
Installation oversight with certified tank professionals supervised by DEP
oversight; tanks cannot be filled until approved

e Water Withdrawal Permits
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Administered by different river basin commissions

Q7-10 analysis required to ensure adequate water will remain during the driest 7-
day period in any 10 years to protect streams, fish, and downstream users
Pennsylvania data centers may only need water cooling for a few months annually
due to the cold climate affecting the permits

Water recycling in data centers. Cooling water is relatively clean (minimal
additives, unlike fracking), often recycled through systems multiple times

e Air Quality Standards
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Clean Air Act sets minimum standards; Pennsylvania can impose more restrictive
limits, with federal and state standards applying to the developer

Pollutant-by-pollutant regulation of different standards for different emission
types

Air regulations extend to "subpart quad O" level, indicating extreme detail across
engine types and technologies, presenting their complexity

Most facilities propose natural gas or diesel generators to keep the center running
if there are any outages causing concern for air quality

Question and Answer Section

Question One: Describe how Pennsylvania has recently amended rules to fast-track permits?

e Fast Track Program and SPEED Act

o

Fast Track is an executive order that Governor Shapiro issued to reduce delays
within the bureaucratic system

SPEED Act is providing for a third-party review of certain state permits that help
the DEP with the permitting process

Question 2: How can we ensure that rising costs from data centers are not passed onto rate-

paying consumers?



e The PUC is looking into it directly and creating revisions to the rules
e Both developers and distributors are aware of this huge concern

Question 3: Why is PJM proposing the data centers be in places like Homer City instead of
where the demand is on the east side of the state?

e PJM is a traffic cop and does not dictate where the data centers go
e [t depends on the existing infrastructure in the area

Question 4: Which health standards are air permits based on the state or EPA?

e All of them
e All of them; air permits are complicated

Question 5 & 6: Will diesel backup generators be dirty? And, with climate warming, won’t more
cooling be needed?

e Different classes of diesel generators, ranging from clean Tier 4 to dirtiest Tier 1

e (Cooling is happening only part of the year

Question 7: Can you speak on any legislation being proposed at state level that might weaken
local control of development, zoning, etc?

e There is 5 or 6 different bills going through the General Assembly during this meeting
e There is no talk to undermine local authority but there are preemptions

Question 8: Is a data center considered a big box?

e It could be but depends on the case

Question 9: What do you think explains that Texas, the state where fossil fuel industry is also
politically powerful, has been able to increasingly develop renewable energy, with the Texas grid
now drawing 40% of its energy from renewable?

e Texas is a large state with space for wind farms and transmission grids
e Other states would have to collaborate with one another to build this type of
infrastructure

Next Steps for League of Women Voters

This series will continue with additional webinars examining different perspectives on data
centers economic, environmental, and social impacts. The recorded video and written summary
to be posted on Indiana County League website.
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