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The Synod of Victoria and Tasmania, Uniting Church in Australia, welcomes this opportunity to
provide a submission to the inquiry into artificial intelligence and data centres.

The Uniting Church in Australia has had a long-standing concern for living in harmony with our
natural environment and, more recently, taking action to address climate change.

The Synod strongly supports the aim of the Paris Agreement to strengthen the global response to
climate change, including setting a collective goal to keep the global temperature increase to well
below 2°C and pursue efforts to keep warming below 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels.

In 2022, the meeting of hundreds of Uniting Church delegates from across Australia urged all parts of
the Uniting Church to achieve net-zero emissions by 2040. At the meeting of Uniting Church
delegates from across Victoria and Tasmania, they adopted a resolution in 2023 to get as close as
possible to zero emissions by 2040 at the latest.

We welcome that on 15 July 2026, Prime Minister Anthony Albanese announced a new policy
direction for the Australian Government to manage Al. The Prime Minister stated that new standards
will set out clear rules for large data centres, “including a legal obligation to underwrite their own
new power supply, pay their full share of connection costs so energy bills are not impacted, reduce
power when needed to strengthen the grid, and be as water efficient as possible.

The Prime Minister promised that the Federal Government will also work with the States and
Territories to ensure large data centres are built in the most appropriate locations, with input from
local communities.

He stated that, “The implementation of these standards will deliver a simple, consistent regulatory
framework for large data centres and Al training and be the first to be legislated by a government
worldwide.” We welcome that the Prime Minister promised the standards would be legislated in
early 2027.

Recommendations
The Synod of Victoria and Tasmania urges the Committee to make the following recommendations:
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* that the Australian Government ensure that any data centre construction in Australia does not
result in an increase in Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions or delay plans to reach net-zero
emissions;

* that the Government ensure that any cooling needs for data centres do not negatively impact
other people who need the same water source; and,

* Al data centres training and operating general purpose Al models should be added to the
Security of Critical Infrastructure Act 2018, to manage their risks and require reporting of cyber
security incidents.

Term of Reference: The effectiveness of existing regulatory frameworks in managing
the growth of data centres in Australia, including in relation to existing and future

deals between the Government and global Artificial Intelligence (Al) companies.

We welcome that the Federal Government and all State Governments, except the Queensland
Government, have agreed that data centres should invest in additional renewables and batteries to
offset their power demand.! We are disappointed that the Queensland and Northern Territory
Governments do not support the measure. We note, positively, that the outcome of the National
Cabinet meeting on 26 August stated:2

The Commonwealth will work with state and territory governments to develop consistent
mandatory standards for data centre energy, water and land-use, and support skills and
training opportunities.

However, even with the stated commitment, it is not clear at this stage if the new renewable energy
generation needs to be in place before the data centre comes online and starts using electricity. We
welcome that legislation will be put in place by 2027, but believe that the additional renewable
energy generation needs to be online before the data centre comes online.

We note the agreement by the National Cabinet on 26 August included a clause that gives leeway for
state governments with government-owned electricity assets to offset the data centre electricity
demand with those assets. We further note that Minister Bowen has said that state governments
would only be able to supply electricity to data centres with non-renewable energy only of they are
able to prove to the Australian Energy Regulator it would be cheaper for households to do so.3

We have been supportive of the “Expectations of data centres and Al infrastructure developers” that
were released by the Commonwealth Government on 23 March 2023, particularly Expectation 2 on
supporting Australia’s energy transition and Expectation 3 on sustainable and efficient water usage.
The key issue has been that Expectations have been a request, requiring voluntary action by data
centre developers. They need to become mandatory requirements.

We are concerned that the existing regulatory framework is not adequate to protect land needed for
other purposes from data centre developments. For example, data centre developments can take
land that is needed to help meet the housing crisis across Australia. Data centre corporation NextDC

1 Nick Toscano, “Green energy giants say data centre boom a win for nation”, The Age, 8 July 2026, 24; and
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2026/may/12/datacentres-australia-wind-solar-energy-
investment.

2 https://www.pm.gov.au/media/meeting-national-cabinet-26-august-26

3 Ryan Cropp, “No data centre carve-outs for states: Bowen”, The Australian Financial Review, 29 August 2026;
and Peter Hannam, “Breaking: ‘No carve-outs’ for states over renewables mandate for data centres, Bowen
says”, Renew Economy, 28 August 2026.
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has purchased 169 hectares of land near Geelong that had been earmarked for a residential
development of 2,000 new homes. Syncline is planning on building Australia’s largest data centre on
350 hectares in Plumpton, in Melbourne’s outer north-west.4

The Government also needs to consider how existing data centres’ energy and water consumption
will be regulated, especially those that have already been constructed with water-intensive cooling
tower systems or that have been approved to use non-renewable energy sources, like the in-
construction “hyperscale” data-centre project by Beetaloo Energy, which will be powered by two
gigawatts of gas power.5 While future centres can be constructed to comply with environmental
standards and the new regulations, existing centres and existing deals between governments and
data centre corporation for those in the planning and construction phases may not have the
willingness to more meet the new requirements.6

Term of Reference: The potential impacts of Al and data centres on Australian

communities, industries and the environment, water and energy

Data centres have high energy and cooling demands and can generate significant local noise
pollution. The energy demands could put Australia’s plans to reach net-zero emissions by 2050 at risk
if fossil-fuel power plants need to be built to meet data centre demand. Water usage can also affect
the water needs of other people who need access to the same source.

The experience of existing data centre construction has been very quick, with operations being the
key priority, leaving the integration of renewable energy and water conservation mechanisms to be
dealt with at a later stage.”

Australia ranked second globally for data centre investments in 2025. Microsoft has committed $25
billion to Australian data centres, and Amazon Web Services has committed another $20 billion.8

Currently, data centres already make up 3% of Australia’s electricity use.® As of May 2026, it was
reported there were 162 data centres, with another 90 planned, of which 74 are in NSW and
Victoria.l0 Morgan Stanley analysts forecast that data centres could account for 6% of Australia's
total electricity use by 2030. Meeting the extra electricity demand by 2030 will require the
construction of an additional S8 billion to $24 billion in electricity generation.11 However, it was
reported in August 2026 that the Australian Energy Market Operator reported there were 225 data
centres in development and that electricity demand was expected to grow from 5 to 34 terawatt-
hours by 2036.12

4 Daniella White, “Labor revolt over data centres”, The Age, 15 July 2026, 1.

5 https://newshub.medianet.com.au/2026/07/next-year-is-too-late-for-regulations-beetaloo-energys-2gw-gas-
powered-ai-data-centre-a-disaster-proposal-destined-to-cause-climate-chaos/162864/.

6 Ibid.

7 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-12-10/demand-for-data-centre-water-in-ai-push/106102208.

8 Nick Toscano, “Green energy giants say data centre boom a win for nation”, The Age, 8 July 2026, 24.
9 “Data centre power drain to sap grid”, The Australian Financial Review, 13 May 2026.

10 |bid.

11 |bid.

12 Josh Taylor, “Australia may face a rush of datacentre construction as Al firms look to avoid upcoming rules,
experts say”, The Guardian, 26 August 2026.
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By contrast, a recent CommBank estimate found that Australia currently has around 6 GW of
potential data centre capacity.13 The power needs equate to approximately $150 billion of
investment in upgrades to the electricity grid and energy infrastructure.14

The Australian Energy Market Operator has forecast that data centres will account for 10% of
Australia's electricity consumption by 2050.15 The Clean Energy Investor Group has stated that it will
be a struggle to meet that level of extra demand from renewable energy.16 Assistant Minister
Andrew Charlton said gas power plants may be needed to meet demand.? The increased electricity
demand from data centres also puts at risk the Government’s plan to have 82% of the grid powered
by renewable energy by 2030. Airtrunk estimates for every additional GW of data centre demand,
Australia will likely need approximately 3 —4 GW of new renewable generation capacity to support
the round the clock energy needs.18

The Clean Energy Council has warned that modelling indicates that, without additional renewable
generation capacity, emissions in 2025 could be up to 14% higher than otherwise expected.1®

Major electricity transmission corporations, including Transgrid, Ausnet and Vicgrid, have warned
that the rush to install data centres risks blackouts.20

At the same time, the Clean Energy Council has argued that data centres present a unique
opportunity with their large, stable, and round-the-clock electricity demand to lock in long-term
renewable energy contracts, which are critical for financing new projects.2! They have further argued
that:22

Across both transmission and distribution networks, opportunities exist to locate data centres
in a way that improves the performance of the network for everyone. For instance, where
possible, siting data centres in parts of the network where:

* Utilisation is lower would spread the mostly fixed costs of maintaining and operating that
network over a larger volume of electricity, reducing the S/kWh cost of the network for
everyone;

* Constraints are binding would allow otherwise curtailed electricity to be used by the data
centres, while improving network conditions more broadly.

13 https://www.commbank.com.au/articles/newsroom/2026/08/australias-data-centre-boom.html
14 |bid.

15 Mike Foley, Chris Hook and Nick Toscano, “Renewables at risk in PM'’s vision for Al data centres”, The Age, 17
July 2026, 9.

16 1bid.
17 1bid.
18 Perry Williams, “Al boom lifts risk to grid security”, The Australian, 18 May 2026.

19 Clean Energy Council, “Powering the digital economy: Resolving competing energy demands between
households and data centres”, July 2026, 4.

20 Perry Williams, “Al boom lifts risk to grid security”, The Australian, 18 May 2026.

21 Clean Energy Council, “Powering the digital economy: Resolving competing energy demands between
households and data centres”, July 2026, 4.

22 |bid., 8.



In the early storage and compute Al data centres, the operations were incredibly water-intensive as
the amount of electricity consumed in powering GPUs generated massive quantities of heat energy
that had to be transformed and transferred away from the centre.23 Newest generation chips are
estimated to generate between 1 and 1.2 kW of thermal power during processing.24

Because data centres operate around the clock, they also require continuous cooling, meaning that
thermal energy is continuously being discharged into the coolant systems.25 In older data centres,
this water would be purposefully evaporated through large cooling towers, and as it physically leaves
the centre, fresh water is drawn in to continue the process.26

More recent Al infrastructure more often uses closed-loop or immersion cooling systems, which
effectively recycle the coolant to reduce water wastage by up to 125 million litres per facility, per
year.2? More corporations are moving to this type of cooling both to minimise water wastage and
reduce backlash to the development of their projects.28 The system is more expensive both upfront
and during operations, requiring more infrastructure and electricity to cool the water back down,
such that it can be reused to absorb more heat.29 The new cooling systems also struggle to work
effectively when the ambient temperature is over 35°C, which could pose significant issues in
Australian summers, where days above that temperature are fairly common.30 Australian data
centres could take inspiration from some data centres in the US, which have paired a closed-loop
system with backup air-cooling and mechanical cooling systems for hot days (albeit these do require
even more electricity to operate).3! Water consumption also varies based on a number of other
factors, including location, water source and quality.32

However, industry commissioned analysis puts direct on-site water use by Australian data centres,
mostly for cooling, at approximately 5.5 gigalitres annually. That is around 0.04% of Australia’s
national water use.33

23 https://ampacwatersystems.com/ai-data-centers-water-consumption-crisis-2026/

24 https://datacentredigest.com/tackling-the-heat-how-ai-data-centres-are-revolutionizing-cooling-

technology/.

25 https://ampacwatersystems.com/ai-data-centers-water-consumption-crisis-2026/

26 https://energy-solutions.co/articles/sub/data-center-cooling-liquid-immersion-vs-air

27 https://introl.com/blog/water-usage-efficiency-wue-ai-data-center-cooling-guide-2025.

28 https://capacityglobal.com/news/what-is-waterless-cooling-and-can-data-centres-really-eliminate-their-
water-use/

29 https://blog.equinix.com/blog/2024/09/19/how-data-centers-use-water-and-how-were-working-to-use-
water-responsibly/

30 |bid.
31 |bid.

32 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-08-27/ai-to-take-up-one-quarter-of-sydney-water-in-a-decade/
105700928.

33 Reza Hosseini, “What Al data centres really mean for Australia’s water supply?”, Pursuit, University of
Melbourne, 16 July 2026.
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The impact of the resource demand of data centres is multiplied in regional areas, where utilities are
already more expensive and the cost of living is higher when measured against household income.34

Because of planning regulations, space requirements and cost considerations, most existing Al data
centres (and likely a majority of future ones) are located in the quickly-developing outer suburbs of
both Melbourne and Sydney.35 Many of these suburbs are industrial areas where freshwater and
energy networks are already stretched thin because rapid growth has outpaced water and electricity
infrastructure capacity.36 In Sydney, data centres account for approximately 0.7% of local water
supply and in Melbourne approximately 0.2% currently. Industry forecasts suggest that could rise to
approximately 1.9% in Sydney and 0.9% in Melbourne 2030. Nationally, direct water demand could
more than triple from around 5.5 gigalitres annually to approximately 17 gigalitres annually.37

Concerningly, around 57% of water used in data centre cooling in the US (where most of Australia’s
current and prospective Al investors operate) is from municipal water supplies.38 Especially for
drought-prone areas of Australia, redirecting fresh water to Al systems is likely to be extremely
unpopular.39

While the construction and establishment of data centres is likely to bring a short-term boost to local
communities as builders and technicians come to the area, the automated nature of Al operations
systems results in very few people being employed at the site on a long-term basis. Unlike other
major industrial projects like warehouses and factories that provide a major benefit to local
communities in the form of long-term operational jobs and an influx of consumers, Al data centres
only require between fifty and a few hundred staff (depending on size) to operate.40

Term of Reference: Any other related matter

There are those calling for a moratorium on the construction of data centres in Australia.
Unfortunately, if the Australian Government were to refuse to allow data centres to be built, they
would be built somewhere else. They may be built in ways that have a greater impact on global
warming and greater negative impacts on local communities. It is simply likely to push the problems
elsewhere.

There are more than 10,000 active data centres globally, with that number set to keep growing.4! So,
it is clear that data centre and Al corporations have alternative options to Australia to build data
centres.

In order to mitigate the risks and consequences that Al and data centres pose to society, including
environmental and resource-allocation issues and the potential impacts on communities, data

34 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-07-28/data-centre-explosion-could-spark-power-price-hikes/
106963258.

35 What Al data centres really mean for Australia's water supply | Pursuit by the University of Melbourne

36 |bid.
37 |bid.

38 https://ketos.co/data-centers-water-usage-myths.

39 |bid.

40 https://www.brookings.edu/articles/new-evidence-on-data-center-employment-effects/https://
www.brookings.edu/articles/new-evidence-on-data-center-employment-effects/

41 Nicki Hutley, “Datacentres are ticking timebomb. We must make sure Al’s benefits outweigh the costs”, The
Guardian, 9 July 2026.
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centres should be constructed in regions with well-developed regulatory frameworks and strong
governments.

By hosting Al data centres, the Australian Government will gain greater influence over Al
corporations and require them to comply with Australian laws. Building data centres in Australia
rather than relying solely on overseas infrastructure enables the Australian Government and society
more broadly to have increased oversight and confidence that the Al services we use will be secure,
transparent, and operating ethically and legally. The benefits are particularly significant if hosting Al
data centres will allow the Australian Government access to frontier Al models.

However, it is crucial that we have an appropriate framework and strong legislation in place to
ensures that data centres use renewable energy, use water and other resources in a sustainable
manner which does not impact other uses and that they are operated ethically.

Dr Mark Zirnsak

Senior Social Justice Advocate

Phone: +61-3-9340 8807

E-mail: mark.zirnsak@victas.uca.org.au
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