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Al Growth Zones and Community Impact

When infrastructure is fast-tracked in the national interest, who decides —
and what becomes of the local voice?
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Governments are creating accelerated planning routes for Al infrastructure
— designating "AI Growth Zones", treating large data centres as Nationally
Significant Infrastructure, and reforming planning law to enable "swift and
confident" investment.

This paper examines the trade-off at the heart of that acceleration: the same
mechanisms that remove barriers to investment also, by design, narrow the
channels through which affected communities can be heard. We do not argue that
fast-tracking is inherently harmful — well-designed zones may deliver real local
benefit. We argue that speed and local consent are in tension, that the current
framework resolves that tension in favour of speed, and that specific, binding
safeguards would be needed to restore the balance. The evidence base is still thin;
this is a paper about a structural risk, not a proven harm.

Definitions

Because the debate turns on terms that are often used loosely, we define them at the
outset.

AI Growth Zone (AIGZ) — a UK designation channelling AI data-centre and compute
investment to specified areas through priority status, targeted incentives, and
coordinated delivery support. Nationally Significant Infrastructure Project (NSIP) —
a category of development, under the Planning Act 2008, decided by the Secretary of
State through the Planning Inspectorate rather than the local authority. Procedural
justice — fairness in the *process* of decision-making (who is consulted, who may object,
who may challenge), as distinct from fairness in the outcome. "NIMBY" — "not in my
back yard"; a contested, often pejorative label for local opposition, used here only to
describe rhetoric, not to endorse it.

Pillar I — Legal and regulatory mechanisms

THE CASE FOR ACCELERATION

Regulators argue that fast-tracking Al infrastructure — through priority status, NSIP
designation, and planning reform — is essential for national competitiveness, enabling
investment to proceed with confidence despite the delays of conventional planning.!
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Government framing holds that each zone is intended to deliver for local people through
jobs and innovation.?

THE CASE AGAINST

Critics counter that this approach, by design, weakens statutory safeguards. Designating
projects as national priorities or NSIPs shifts decisions away from local authorities and
narrows the scope for objection and judicial review.> Where official rhetoric characterises
local opposition as "NIMBYism", it indicates a disposition to treat community input as an
obstacle rather than a legitimate interest.* The concern is not that consultation
disappears, but that its weight diminishes when the decision sits elsewhere.

SYNTHESIS

The two positions are not irreconcilable. The AIGZ qualification criteria themselves
already require developers to secure a confirmed water supply and to set out projected
local social and economic benefits.® This suggests a workable middle path: a process that
streamlines approval *and* attaches binding environmental and community conditions,
rather than treating the two as a choice. The question this paper presses is whether the
conditions, as currently framed, are binding enough to matter.

Pillar IT — Socio-ecological implications

THE PROMISED BENEFITS

Proponents point to substantial projected local gains. The North Wales Growth Zone, for
example, is projected to create around 3,450 jobs spanning construction and higher-
skilled research roles.® Government support includes targeted investment of roughly £5
million per zone for local Al-adoption and R&D schemes, and a commitment that 100% of
business-rate growth within a zone is retained locally to fund public services.? The stated
ambition is that zones become hubs of skills and opportunity, not merely sites that host
infrastructure.?

THE RESOURCE COST

Against this, the environmental load is significant and, importantly, concentrated. A single
large data centre can draw electricity comparable to the demand of around 100,000
homes, and cooling can require very large volumes of water daily.” US data illustrate how
unevenly the burden falls: Virginia alone hosts 566 facilities, and together with Texas and
California accounts for roughly 60% of US data-centre capacity.” The relevance to the UK
is by analogy, not transfer — different grid, climate, and regulatory context — but the
*pattern* of clustering is the instructive point: where zones concentrate demand, a few
localities bear disproportionate cost. UK campaigners have raised parallel concerns,
arguing that unchecked growth jeopardises climate action, water security, and house-
building.?

A note on figures. One UK campaign estimates that "84% of proposed data centres will be
built in areas soon to experience significant water scarcity."? We report this as a
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campaigner estimate, not an established fact; its underlying method is not independently
verified, and we would treat the precise percentage with caution while accepting the
broader point that siting and water stress frequently coincide. US resource figures cited
here derive from a single research-institute compilation and should be read as indicative.

SYNTHESIS

The socio-ecological evidence points toward treating growth and stewardship as a single
design problem rather than competing goals. Some US localities now require data
centres to monitor and mitigate water use;” UK campaigners call for compulsory
reporting of power and water consumption so that communities can weigh facilities
against their benefits.® The AIGZ framework's existing requirement for a social-value
assessment points in the same direction.®? The unresolved question is enforcement: a
requirement to *describe* benefits is not the same as a binding obligation to *deliver*
them, and the empirical record on whether projected jobs and revenues materialise
locally is, as yet, thin.

Pillar III — Governance and procedural justice

THE CASE FOR CENTRAL COORDINATION

The argument for centralising authority rests on efficiency and strategic coherence. The
UK framework establishes a dedicated Al Growth Zone Delivery Unit to coordinate across
departments and act as a single point of contact for investors, with each zone supported
by a taskforce and account manager to move projects through approval and construction.
2 Treating large facilities as NSIPs, decided nationally, is presented as a way to pool
expertise and reduce delay.? Notably, the delivery model includes a workstream explicitly
directed at maximising benefits for local people and places® — a built-in, if untested,
attention to local interest.

THE DEMOCRATIC-DEFICIT CONCERN

The counter-argument is that elevating projects to national status narrows public input
and legal challenge. Where a development is decided centrally, standard local
consultation and judicial-review routes carry less weight, and reforms under the
Infrastructure Planning Bill may further compress them.® Campaigners argue that
planning changes appear intended to make it harder for residents' concerns to be
addressed.? The recurring framing of opposition as obstruction indicates a tension that
procedural-justice scholarship would flag: a process can be efficient and still be
experienced as illegitimate by those it excludes. We note, however — as the source
document's own peer review fairly observed — that direct, documented UK cases of AIGZ
status overriding local refusal are not yet established; the concern is structural and
prospective, and should be stated as such.

SYNTHESIS

A balanced framework would pair central coordination with defined, enforceable
participation. The AIGZ guidance already expects proposals to show strong integration
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with regional R&D and local development agendas,® and the delivery model already
contains a "local benefit" strand.® The refinement that follows is to make those strands
binding rather than aspirational: structured stakeholder engagement, independent
oversight of environmental compliance, community-benefit agreements, or sunset clauses
on accelerated powers. The aim is not to slow necessary infrastructure, but to ensure that
decentralised voices are woven into a centralised process rather than set aside.

Conclusion: the gap, and how to close it

The Al infrastructure gap is not only a gap between demand and capacity; it is a gap
between the speed of approval and the depth of consent. The current framework is well-
designed to close the first gap and poorly designed to close the second. Its own criteria —
confirmed water supply, social-value assessment, a local-benefit workstream — contain
the raw material for a better balance. Whether they amount to genuine protection
depends entirely on whether they are binding and independently checked, or merely
described. On present evidence that question is open, and a precautionary reading
favours making the safeguards enforceable before, not after, the zones are built.

About this research. The Firewalkers is a global environmental movement using rigorous research to
scrutinise the rush to build AI data-centre infrastructure. Our method separates what is measured from
what is announced or merely claimed, seeks dissenting and independent voices, and attributes contested
figures as estimates rather than facts. This paper is offered freely for public use under attribution. For
media enquiries: media@firewalkers.earth - firewalkers.earth
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