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Data centers have been in Arkansas for a few years. Some are small facilities that provide services to local 

customers and blend into the existing infrastructure. Some are crypto mines housed in small facilities 

notorious for their sonic pollution of the surrounding environment. But the state had been bypassed by 

companies operating hyperspace data centers (HDC). Until now. 

 

Five HDC projects have been announced in the last two years. Construction of a Google center south of I-

40 in West Memphis has begun. Land has been cleared in Clarksville north of I-40. The company, 

Serverfarm of California, intends to build a large facility and lease space to other companies. A Google 

HDC has been announced in southwest Conway in Lollie Bottoms. Another Google HDC has been 

announced at the Port of Little Rock. AVAIO Digital has announced a build to lease project in the 

northeast corner of the intersection of I-530 and 145th streets in Wrightsville south of Little Rock. This 

last project has the potential to become one of the biggest data centers in the US.  

 

 
Arial view shows land already cleared for a data center in Clarksville, AR. | Photo by Chris Asbury/Facebook 

 

How did we get here? The playbook to establish an HDC has been written, fine-tuned, and implemented 

in other states. Large data companies use third parties to buy up tracts of land quietly with no mention of 

involvement by Google, Amazon, or any other large data center company. Non-disclosure agreements 

(NDA) are implemented to maintain the veil of secrecy. Memorandums of Understanding (MOU) and 

special corporate contracts are created to begin to set up the structure necessary to build an HDC. Most of 

them remain secret, their existence suspected but not confirmed. Laws are changed at the state level to 

loosen data center regulation. In Arkansas the changes also prohibit county and city governments from 

implementing local restrictions on the centers. Land is quietly rezoned at the county and city level to 
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allow construction. By the time the public finds out, the process of establishing and building an HDC is 

well underway. 

 

 
Future site of proposed data center along Harper Road in Little Rock. | Photo credit Cindy Franklin 

 

Arguments in favor of data centers: 

 

• Economic development that appears to only benefit fabulously wealthy corporations and not the 

citizens of the state.  

• Increased tax revenue is a stronger argument, if true. However, long-term tax incentives granted 

to these projects will significantly reduce the amount of tax revenue collected by local and state 

governments. The details of these incentives are obscured in the fine print of contracts, NDAs, 

and MOUs.  

• Most of the jobs created are construction related and time limited. The number of permanent jobs 

to run these centers are frequently 100 or less.  

• To sweeten the pot (and stifle local opposition) corporations make nominal cash grants and 

contributions to local communities. The conditions of these grants often remain undisclosed.  

• And the whopper of them all is the data center corporations pay for all infrastructure upgrades. 

This statement is factually true, but it only applies to infrastructure on their property and the tie-

ins to external infrastructure. All other costs to upgrade and/or build new infrastructure are on the 

communities and the utilities that provide these services. Utility customers end up with 

skyrocketing monthly bills to pay for upgrades that do not benefit them.  

 

There are many arguments against HDCs in Arkansas.  

 

• The lack of available information about the intent and the construction of these centers is 

concerning. NDAs gag local officials. The details of secret contracts and private MOUs are 

mostly unknown and beyond the reach of FOIA. 

• Electricity consumption. The center at the Port, when fully operational, is projected to demand as 

much electricity as the entire city of Little Rock uses every single day.  The Wrightsville facility 

will need even more. 
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• Water consumption at the Port center is projected to be up to four million gallons of water every 

day from Lake Maumelle. The costs of all necessary infrastructure upgrades away from data 

center fall on utility ratepayers. Wrightsville will also draw from Lake Maumelle. 

• Minimal state regulation of data centers. 

• Generous tax incentive giveaways at state and local levels. 

• Limited ability of cities and counties to regulate data center operations. 

• Limited ability of cities and counties to raise utility rates paid by data centers. 

 

Environmental Impacts 

 

• Habitat loss and wetland filling during construction. 

• Increased air pollution—non-renewable power generation, onsite diesel generators, construction 

dust, etc. 

• Increased water pollution—discharged hot water can cause algae blooms in waterways, no 

information on what toxic substances will be discharged. 

• Increased burden on water treatment plant on Birdwood Road from both the Port and Wrightsville 

centers. 

• Increased light and noise pollution due to construction and center operations. 

• Local heat domes over data centers. 

• Increased e-waste as data center computer equipment ages and is replaced. 

• Potential for hazardous catastrophic events that impact data centers and surrounding 

communities. 

 

Why should we care 

 

• The purpose and intent of these data centers are unknown. Theories abound. 

• Increased air, water, sound, light, heat, and dust pollution across the surrounding areas. 

• Data companies typically do not pay for infrastructure upgrades off their properties. New 

infrastructure includes but is not limited to, new roads and bridges, new sewer and water pipes 

and plants, new transmission lines, new solar and fossil fuel power generation plants, etc. 

• Little Rock Port and Wrightsville data centers will be Central Arkansas Water customers—water 

source Lake Maumelle. 

• Little Rock Port and Wrightsville data centers will be Little Rock Reclamation Authority 

customers. Treatment plant will discharge water into Arkansas River via the water treatment 

facility on Birdwood Road. 

• Arkansas utility companies now have ability to front load costs onto rate payers. The costs of 

building new or replacement infrastructure is paid for by customers before and during 

construction, not afterwards as was the case before the governor and legislature changed the law. 

• Sierra Club estimates each household in Entergy service area is now paying an extra $6.00 each 

month for infrastructure upgrades to service West Memphis data center. 

• Rate increases for electricity, water, and sewer services are inevitable. 

 

It seems likely the five announced hyperspace data centers are done deals. It seems unlikely any of them 

can be halted because they are well into the process of being built. It is not impossible, but it will be 

difficult and require sustained effort over time by citizens and organizations that oppose data centers.  
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The most likely area of success is getting laws, regulations, and policies changed to put more of the 

financial, economic, and environmental burden on the corporations that build and use data centers and 

require them to mitigate their impact on the environment. Even this will be difficult given the current 

political climate in the state. Existing projects will be grandfathered in and have a freer hand than any 

projects planned in the future.  

 

The playbook mentioned at the beginning of this essay likely has an assessment of every state’s ability to 

absorb the costs associated with HDCs. In this Arkansas may be luckier than some states. Arkansas ranks 

34th in population size and 47th in average annual income among U.S. states. How many more than the 

five already announced HDCs Arkansas can support is anyone’s guess. Not too many is probably the 

correct answer. 

 

What can an individual do to stop a ginormous data center coming to your area or at least mitigate the 

effects it has on the surrounding community and on your pocketbook?  

 

It starts with becoming informed about HDCs. Be aware that misinformation, half-truths, and outright 

obfuscations abound online. The factual reporting by the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette and the Arkansas 

Times has been pretty good. Beware of opinion pieces on the editorial page.  

 

Reputable environmental groups such as Sierra Club and National Audubon Society have factual 

resources available. The Arkansas Audubon Society and the Audubon Society of Central Arkansas are 

participating in weekly meetings to develop a coherent strategy to address the HDC issue. Audubon Delta 

is listening in as well. 

 

The most powerful tools a citizen has is their voice. A telephone call, an email, even a written letter are 

important ways to push back. Contact information for elected officials at local, county, and state levels is 

available online. All comments, regardless of the medium, should be respectful and on point. The 

leadership of corporate entities that provide utility services are also potential points of contact about data 

center concerns as are state and federal agencies involved in the permitting processes.  

 

Attending meetings of your neighborhood association is a good way to stay in touch with what’s 

happening in your city or town. Attending meetings of city, county, and state government committees and 

agencies can be useful to understand what is going on. Many meetings are recorded for people who 

cannot attend in person.  

 

Locally there are organized citizen groups that oppose these centers. Some are on Facebook, some on 

other platforms. Take information from those sources with a grain of salt. And then there are scheduled 

protests to bring attention to the issues at hand.  

 

Based on available facts, HDCs have more downside than upside potential. Even though the multi-billion-

dollar corporations have a significant headstart, all is not lost, even here in Arkansas. People are 

organizing across the state. The more Arkansans speak out, the more they push back against these 

attempted faits accomplish, the more likely it is we all will achieve success in moderating the worst 

effects of the HDCs coming to Arkansas. 

 

Cindy Franklin 

 


