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Balancing Data Center Development and 
Farmland Preservation in Mason County 

Data Centers 
A data center is a dedicated facility designed for the storage and management of an 
organization’s IT systems, including servers, storage devices, and networking equipment. 
These centers play a crucial role in supporting digital services including but not limited to 
cloud computing, online transactions, streaming platforms, and AI applications. To 
maintain optimal operation, data centers utilize advanced cooling technologies, backup 
power supplies, and robust cybersecurity measures. As facilities expand, so does energy 
consumption and environmental impact.  Future use of the term “data center” in this 
document is intended to refer to data centers and similar structures.  

Importance of Preserving Farmland 
Mason County values farmland and agriculture as essential aspects of its rural community 
character. Achieving a balance between technological development and the preservation 
of agricultural land is imperative.  The survey responses regarding the recent 
comprehensive plan update process are as follows:  

• 50% say the county should protect existing agricultural land from future commercial 
or residential development.   If you add ½ of the neutral, then one could argue this 
percentage is 65%.  

• 66% say to preserve the rural character, or more like 76%.  Or 66-76% are saying 
this. 

• 73-83% of the residents want a local animal or crop processing plant.  This fits into 
the agenda of the Kentucky department of agriculture.  

• 39-52% don’t want to see large scale utility solar on agricultural lands.  
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Land Use Statistics 
• Total acreage: 157,683 acres 
• Prime farmland: 35,780 acres (22.691%) 
• “Not eroded” farmland: 37,437 acres (23.7419%) 
• Data center land: 5,000 acres (3.1709%) 
• Goldfinch/Geronimo Power Project: 3,300 acres (2.0928%) 

Estimated permanent removal of prime farmland from the county amounts to 5.2637%. 

Prime Farmland Loss Breakdown 
• Prime farmland: 35,780 acres 
• Data center development: 5,000 acres (13.9742%) 
• Goldfinch/Geronimo Power Project: 3,300 acres (9.223%) 

The estimated total prime farmland removed is 23.1973%, which equates to 8,300 acres no 
longer used for agriculture. 
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Comprehensive Plan Objectives 
This Comprehensive Plan seeks to safeguard the agricultural way of life and preserve the 
community’s character by protecting remaining non-renewable prime farmland from 
excessive development by commercial, industrial, or technology-focused entities. 

Future Data Center Land Restrictions 
In any five-year period, only 2% (3,153 acres) of total acreage and less than 5% (1,789 
acres) of prime farmland should be allocated for data center purposes. 

 

Water Use Statistics 
• Require separate water withdrawal permits for data centers if their proposed 

water use is above 30 million gallons per month, or over 40% of the currently 
permitted municipal water use.  Require these large data centers to apply directly 
to receive their own water appropriation permit. This would mean that if any water 
supply assessments need to be done, or future well interference issues arise, the 
responsibility and cost falls on the industry and not on the city and/or county and its 
residents. It also means that the industry’s water use could be suspended or 
decreased if it interferes with public or private drinking water wells. 

• Require data center companies to disclose water and power usage to localities 
before development as part of the environmental review process. Full disclosure 
of anticipated water use – and how the proposed water use is compatible with other 
uses – is a critical component of environmental review.  

• Require consideration of alternative strategies to decrease water use. When it 
comes to data centers, one existing alternative to high-capacity water use is a 
closed loop system that still provides the water needs of the facility through 
water reuse. Some data centers have used a closed loop system, which uses 15K 
gallons per day or the equivalent of 37 homes.  Example: Compare this to the Tract 
data center in Farmington, Minnesota which proposes using 2.35M gallons per day 
or the equivalent of 7,325 homes. 

• Require aquifer pump tests and public comment periods on water 
appropriation permits. Permits must be denied if the proposed water usage 
does not align with the groundwater sustainability standard. Aquifer pump tests 
simulate the drawdown effects of high-volume water usage to see what impact it 
may have on public and private domestic wells and on ecosystems. When it comes 
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to data centers, a pump test should be required for each water appropriation permit 
requested by a data center. 

 

As our Mason County Kentucky’s water resources are increasingly strained by competing 
residential, commercial, industrial, and agricultural uses, as well as climate change, we 
need immediate action to guarantee these data centers won’t threaten our drinking water, 
economies, and ecosystems. 

 

Power and Electrical Statistics 
Data centers are power-intensive. Reliable and robust access to power is non-negotiable, 
making proximity to high-capacity substations essential. 

Diesel generators: 

The role of diesel generators at data centers is often misunderstood. As we discussed 
elsewhere, these generators are present only as a backup power source. Also worth noting 
is that diesel generators are subject to a comprehensive regulatory framework. The 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) sets federal standards implemented and enforced 
at the state level for generators. 

DATA CENTER DEVELOPMENT – Diesel generators  

Require each diesel generator’s operation to be bound by strict regulations. Operators 
typically may run generators for only a limited number of hours per year for routine 
maintenance and inspection purposes. Although it varies by facility, generators at data 
centers are typically used far less than these rules dictate. Generators’ brief monthly 
operation to ensure proper functioning is comparable to running a pump system that’s 
been inactive for an extended period—regular checks prevent potential issues that 
accompany prolonged inactivity, such as seized components or degraded lubricants.  
Emissions from generators to be regulated and periodic testing of air quality as a 
requirement for use.   

Sound / Noise Pollution 

It comes from cooling equipment. Screens and sound attenuators make it barely audible. 
Generators make mechanical sounds, albeit only when they are turned on for testing or 
emergencies. Sound impacts can also be easily mitigated by housing generators in sound-
attenuated enclosures with proper exhaust systems. 
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Sound from a data center needs to be regulated to health standards and reported monthly.  

Noise pollution is one of the biggest health risks, on a par with chemical pollution. The 
WHO considers an average of 55 dB acceptable, but cities often far exceed these noise 
levels. Are there any technical solutions to reduce noise? What innovations or tools are 
available to reduce noise pollution? 

 

POWER GRID: 

Grids in the U.S. are not connected, which is a problem because such clean energy 
sources as solar and wind are often located far from urban centers, where electricity is 
most needed. Connecting grids across the country requires a plethora of new transmission 
lines. 

Unlike fossil fuel plants, renewable energy sources are often geographically dispersed, 
variable in output, and located far from major consumption centers. They require a shift to 
an interconnected grid with diverse, distributed sources, one that’s more resilient to 
outages and increasingly frequent extreme weather events caused by climate change. This 
shift requires more cross-regional transmission or inter-regional transmission. It requires . . 
. transmission lines. 

Substations:  

Substations primary function of transmission is to transmit bulk power from sources of 
desirable generation to bulk power delivery points.  

Equipment Inspection Checklist for substations: 

✓ Visual inspection of transformers for oil leaks or unusual noises 
✓ Check circuit breaker operation counters and last maintenance dates 
✓ Verify protective relay settings match coordination study 
✓ Inspect busbar connections for signs of overheating 
✓ Review ground grid test reports (should be tested every 3-5 years) 
✓ Confirm battery systems for control power are properly maintained 
✓ Check surge arrester counters and leakage current readings 

Each component must be properly specified, installed, and maintained to ensure reliable 
substation operation. Regular inspections and preventive maintenance programs 
significantly reduce the risk of unexpected outages. 

https://tomorrow.city/a/what-is-noise-pollution-impact-asia-america-europe-africa-oceania
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Distribution Stations:  

Distribution substations transport power to the end consumer.   

 

Sustainability and ESG Considerations  
• Transition to 100% renewable or hybrid energy. 

• Waste heat reuse (district heating, industrial recycling). 

• AI-based carbon footprint monitoring. 

• Community and environmental impact programs. 

Protection of Farmland Regarding AI, Crypto Mining, Data 
Centers, Data Campus  
The estimated total prime farmland to be removed as of 08/25/2025. 

is 23.1973%, which equates to 8,300 acres no longer used for agriculture. 

• Goldfinch/Geronimo 3,300 acres Solar Panel Project  
• 5,000 estimated acres for a proposed Data Center/Campus  

Prime farmland is our most valuable non-renewable natural resource.  Once this resource 
is repurposed and converted to non-agricultural use, it will be forever lost and unable to 
returned as an agricultural resource.  This requires that safeguards and guardrails be put in 
place to protect and preserve this most precious resource that we have been gifted.  Future 
generations are depending on us to be good stewards of this land so that they too can 
experience the many benefits that prime farmland provides.   
 
Protecting prime farmland is vital because it ensures food security, supports the local 
economy, ensures a productive land base and provides several environmental benefits.  
Prime farmland is highly productive, meaning that it can produce more food with fewer 
resources.  Loss of prime farmland can contribute to additional environmental damage 
from farming on less suitable land.  Preserving farmland maintains rural landscapes, 
supports wildlife habitats, and contributes to the overall quality of life. 
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Any future entity will require a clear descriptive plan update to ensure compliance with 
established regulations: 
 

• No more than 1% of Prime Farmland is removed without a public vote.   
• Enforcement of water conservation by establishing strict water usage regulations 
• Air pollution and Emissions 
• Sound / Noise Pollution / Buffers 
• Soil / Contamination / Preservation 
• End of life disposal plan - Equipment / Buildings / Land 
• Tree preservation plan  

Future Protection of Farmland  
 
In any five-year period, only 2% (3,153 acres) of total acreage and less than 5% (1,789 
acres) of prime farmland should be allocated or rezoned for non-agricultural purposes. 

 


