
1

LUC Regional Planning 
Commission

Data Centers in the LUC Region
Zoning Considerations

January 2026
Prepared by Simon Bell

LUC Regional Planning Commission
(937) 666-3431



2



3

Table of Contents
Introduction
	 5	 Introduction

Context
	 9	 Historical Context
	 10	 Data Centers in Ohio
	 11	 Environmental and Utility Impacts

Case Studies
	 15	 Loudoun County, VA
	 23	 New Albany, OH

Recommendations
	 48	 Overview
	 49	 Sample Definitions
	 51	 Principal / Conditional Use
	 54	 Use-Specific Standards

References
	 63	 References



4



5

Introduction



6

Introduction
Data centers are becoming a common land use in communities 
across Ohio. The State currently ranks fifth nationally, with 191 
operational facilities as of October 2025 (Bricker, 2025).  Much 
of this growth has been concentrated in Central Ohio, where large 
tech companies have established significant operations (NBC4i, 
2024).  For many communities, data center development represents 
a source of economic growth, providing new jobs and generating 
local income and property tax revenue for communities. However, 
some communities have begun to express concerns regarding 
potential environmental impacts, noise, and strains on local 
electricity and water resources. In response, jurisdictions across the 
country are reassessing policies and permitting processes related 
to data center development (NPR, 2025).

Typically, zoning codes have neither a specific definition for data 
centers, nor conditions or design standards specific to the land use. 
Without a specific definition, these facilities might be shoehorned 
into existing land use definitions such as offices, warehouses, and 
light industrial, none of which fully capture or contemplate the use 
of these facilities. Data centers might also not fit appropriately 
under any existing land use definition, which likely means that 
data centers would not be an allowable use in any district. Land 
uses should be located in districts intentionally to ensure the use is 
compatible and to avoid negative externalities. Thus, it is imperative 
that communities update their zoning codes in order to account for 
data center facilities. 

The purpose of this report is to provide LUC communities with 
resources and samples to update their zoning codes. 
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Context
Historical Context
Data processing centers have existed in some form since the 
advent of digital computing in the 1940s. Early computing systems 
were complex and required a large amount of space to operate, 
often taking the form of computer rooms, and were used almost 
exclusively for military and government operations. Starting in 
the 1980s with a boom in microcomputing, digital computers 
began to be deployed widely for both business and personal use. 
This necessitated the construction of computer rooms to house IT 
resources for companies utilizing digital computing (Digital Realty, 
2023). 

With the widespread adoption of the internet and the dotcom 
and telecom bubbles of the 1990s, organizations began a race to 
build infrastructure including fiber optic cables and data centers to 
provide faster and more reliable access to the web. Companies like 
Amazon began to build divisions dedicated to cloud computing 
through the 2000s and 2010s, necessitating more physical data 
center infrastructure (Digital Realty, 2023)

The latest development in data centers has been the rapid and 
widespread deployment of Artificial Intelligence in the market. A 
report from McKinsey and Company found that global demand 
for data centers could triple between 2023 and 2030, rising 
somewhere between 19% and 22% annually.  Artificial intelligence 
requires significantly more energy consumption than traditional 
cloud computing, and has subsequently caused the average power 
density of data centers to double in just two years (McKinsey, 
2024). 
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Context
Data Centers in Ohio

Central Ohio has, in recent years, become a hub of data center 
expansion (Axios, 2025). Starting in the 2010s, large tech 
companies like Amazon, Google, and Meta (formerly Facebook) 
began building data centers in the region. Licking County and the 
City of New Albany in particular have taken advantage of this 
growth, with around 25 data centers operational in New Albany 
as of October 2025. 

For some communities, data centers have become a key part of 
their economic development strategy (City of New Albany, 2016).  
Although data centers employ relatively few people compared 
to other industrial and office uses, they are able to generate 
revenue through income taxes in addition to property taxes. Many 
communities offer property tax abatements in order to attract data 
centers to their communities, which can limit the amount of revenue 
they can generate through property taxes; this tax generates the 
lion’s share of public education funding in Ohio. To compensate for 
this lost revenue, some communities have utilized revenue-sharing 
agreements with local school districts and PILOT (Payment In 
Lieu Of Taxes) agreements that allow the data centers to provide 
revenue at the same level as office space (New Albany Business, 
n.d.).

Not all communities are as optimistic about data center 
development. Community members have expressed a variety of 
concerns about data center development, including safety issues, 
rising utility costs (Shillcock, 2025), and noise and environmental 
impacts (Kreemer, 2025).  Some local governments in Ohio have 
begun pursuing moratoriums on data center construction in order 
to respond to these concerns (Coupand, 2025).
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Context
Environmental and Utility Impacts

Powering and cooling data centers requires a relatively large 
amount of electricity and/or water. Much of the pushback against 
data center development is the result of these concerns. 

Water consumption has become a particularly contentious issue 
in relation to data centers (Crawford, 2025).  Many data centers 
utilize liquid cooling systems, which require large quantities of 
water to maintain. A data center can consume between 300k 
and 500k gallons per day (Copley, 2022), equivalent to the 
consumption of a town of ten to fifty thousand people (Yañez-
Barnuevo, 2025a).  High-volume water users can have an outsized 
impact on the water supply. In Northern Virginia, which is home 
to the largest concentration of data centers in the world, water 
consumption from data centers in 2023 was up 63% from just 
four years earlier (Hodgson, 2024).  As data center construction 
accelerates, communities may observe increased demand on their 
water supply. In rural communities without municipal water systems, 
data centers may make use of groundwater, which could put data 
centers and farmers in competition for water. 

In the City of Marysville’s Water Master Plan Update, typical  
data center average and peak day demand was estimated.  The 
estimates in the Update were an average use of 44,767 gallons 
per day with a peak demand of 630k gallons per day. The Update 
emphasizes data center demand is extremely variable coming 
primarily from cooling water used during hot summer months with 
very low demand in fall, winter, and spring (Marysville, 2024).

Locally, water capacity varies by jurisdiction. The City of Urbana is 
home to two water plants, which can produce up to a combined 4 
million gallons of water per day. The City of Bellefontaine operates 
one water plant with a design capacity of approximately 4.6 
million gallons per day. The City of Marysville’s new water plant 
can produce a maximum of 7.5 million gallons per day, but could 
be expanded up to 10-15 million gallons per day. These figures 
represent the maximum amount of water able to be produced for 
the given communities, not actual water usage.
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Different cooling methods for data center equipment have different 
impacts on utility consumption as well. For example, facilities that 
utilize air-cooling technology can reduce their water consumption. 
However, this increases the amount of electricity needed by the 
facility and could potentially result in louder noise from the facility 
(Morley, 2022). 

Data centers are also reportedly placing a high demand on electric 
grids (Evans, 2025).  Data centers consume energy not only to 
power IT equipment, but also to secure and cool the infrastructure 
housed inside. In 2022, data centers in the US consumed about 
17 gigawatts of electricity. By 2030, the US Department of Energy 
expects them to consume 130 gigawatts of electricity, equivalent 
to 12% of total electricity demand in the United States (Yañez-
Barnuevo, 2025b).  This growth in data centers and the subsequent 
strain on grid infrastructure will require large amounts  of investment 
into energy production, transmission, and distribution in order to 
meet growing demand (Puttré, 2025). 
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Case Studies
Loudoun County, VA

New Albany, OH
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Loudoun County, VA
Background
Loudoun County, VA, is home to the largest concentration of data 
centers in the world (Loudoun County Economic Development, 
n.d.).  Most facilities in Loudoun County were initially built to support 
cloud computing, and there is now a growing number of proposals 
for AI-oriented centers (Turner, 2025). 

Zoning and Land Use
Initially, data centers fell under the definition of office, which 
allowed them to be built as a permitted land use in office zones. 
As data centers became a more prevalent land use, the County 
defined data centers as a discrete land use. Currently, data centers 
are defined in the zoning code, as: 

“An establishment engaging in the storage, management, 
processing, and/or transmission of digital data, and 
housing computer and/or network equipment, systems, servers, 
appliances, and other associated components related to digital 
data operations” (Loudoun County, VA, n.d.).
 

Data centers are only allowed to be constructed through the 
special exception process in office and industrial zones, meaning 
that they must get approval from the County’s planning and zoning 
board. Additionally, data centers are only permitted in the urban 
and suburban zoning districts and may not be built at all in the 
transition and rural districts.

Data centers are also subject to use-specific standards outlined 
in section 4.06.02 of the Loudoun County Zoning Ordinance 
(Loudoun County, VA, n.d.). These standards govern the 
development and site standards for data centers. These standards 
could potentially be revised to allow for taller facilities, as well as 
to provide a stronger framework for redeveloping older facilities.

Included in this section is a copy of 4.06.02 of the Zoning 
Ordinance.
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Noise Impacts
One issue with data centers that the County has encountered 
is noise complaints. Neighboring Prince William County has 
assembled a Data Center Ordinance Advisory Committee which 
is charged with reviewing the County’s noise ordinance and 
making recommendations as they relate to the data centers (Prince 
William County, VA, n.d.).  A shift towards air-cooling technology 
as opposed to water-cooling technology could potentially make 
data centers noisier (Richardson, 2024). 

Utility Considerations
Data centers are typically co-located with existing utility 
infrastructure, particularly electrical transmission, natural gas 
power generation, and water. Larger data centers may require 
electrical substations to be constructed near the facilities.  

Economic Development
Data centers account for over half of all property tax revenue in 
the County, which has allowed the County to make investments in 
schools and other public services while simultaneously lowering 
the real property tax rate. The County estimates that for every $1 in 
services provided to data centers, the county receives $26 back in 
tax revenue (Loudoun County, VA, n.d.).  Virginia’s tax incentives for 
data centers take the form of a sales tax exemption, which leaves 
localities unaffected by lost revenue from incentives (Virginia 
Economic Development Partnership, n.d.). 

Takeaways
•	 Initial absence of a specific land-use definition for data centers 

can facilitate rapid growth but limit opportunities for oversight.
  
•	 Revised regulations now require special exception approval 

and define clear design and siting standards. Data centers 
as a conditional use promote clear development and siting 
standards.

•	 Data centers consume a significant amount of water and 
energy, leading to a push towards solutions such as air-cooling 
and onsite power generation.

•	 Facilities can significantly boost a county’s tax base, allowing 
for reinvestment in community services. 
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Loudoun County, VA 1

4.06.02 Data Centers
 

A. Applicability. Section 4.06.02 applies to Data Center Uses. In addition to any other applicable 
requirements of Chapter 10, applicants must submit materials at the time of submission of a Site Plan that 
include any information necessary to evaluate conformance with standards in Section 4.06.02. 
Conditional or final Site Plan approval is contingent upon the applicant demonstrating conformance to 
standards in Section 4.06.02 and other standards of the Zoning Ordinance. 

B. Data Center Use-Specific Standards. Data centers must meet the Façade Standards in 
Section 4.06.02.C and the General Site Design Standards in Section 4.06.02.D.

C. Façade Standards.  
1. Principal Façade. 

a. Applicability. Principal Façade requirements apply to all building façades that face 
adjacent existing or planned public roads or that face an adjacent property with existing 
residential development, an approved CDP, or plat, or plan showing residential development, 
or Zoning District permitting residential uses; and all building facades adjacent to or facing 
property with the following existing uses or an approved CDP, or plat, or plan showing the 
following uses:
1. Uses listed in Chapter 3 under the Residential and Lodging use classifications;
2. Uses listed in Chapter 3 under the Day Care, Financial Services, Food and Beverage 

Sales/Service, Government, Education, Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation, and Retail use 
categories; and

3. The following additional uses: civic, social, and fraternal meeting place, community center, 
standalone religious assembly, cemetery, farm winery, community garden, and limited 
brewery. 

b. Requirements.
1. Differentiated Surfaces. Principal façades of a building must incorporate the following 

standards at horizontal linear intervals that may vary in frequency but must be no less 
frequent than every 150 horizontal linear feet or no less frequent than 3 times the average 
height of the building: 

a. Fenestration or Fenestration and (Optional) Green Wall; and
b. A change in 1 of the following design elements:

A. Building material;
B. Pattern;
C. Texture;
D. Color; or
E. Accent materials.

2. Consistent Design. When a building has more than 1 Principal Façade, the Principal 
Façades of such building must be consistent in terms of design, materials, details, and 
treatment.

3. Fenestration. Each Principal Façade of a building must include Fenestration as follows:
a. Fenestration Surface Coverage of the Façade. Fenestration must comprise at least 

30% of the total surface coverage area of the Principal Façade. Distributed 
Fenestration Coverage. Fenestration provided to meet the following: 
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A. Each placement or bay may count towards no more than 7.5% of such total 
surface coverage area.

B. Required 30% total surface coverage area of the Principal Façade must be 
located in separated, individual placements or clustered bays; and

b. Fenestration Coverage Pattern. The placement pattern of individual or clustered 
bays of Fenestration must be distributed horizontally and vertically across the 
Principal Façade; and 

c. Fenestration Consistent Design with Principal Façade. The Fenestration must be 
compatible with the other design, materials, details, and treatment used on the 
same Principal Façade.

2. Green-Wall Treatment. 
a. Applicability. A Green-Wall Treatment may be provided in lieu of up to half of the Fenestration 

Surface Coverage of the façade requirement of Section 4.06.02.C.1.b.3.a. 
b. Requirements. Green-Wall Treatments must provide the following:

1. Maintenance. The owner, or the owner's agent, is responsible for the repair, replacement, 
and maintenance of the Green-Wall for the duration of the use;

2. Distributed Green-Wall Surface Coverage. Green-Wall areas must be provided to meet up 
to half of the required 30% total surface coverage area of the Principal Façade of a 
building; and 

3. Green-Wall Coverage Pattern. The Green-Wall areas must be distributed horizontally and 
vertically across the Principal Façade.

3. Data Center Mechanical Equipment Façade. 
a. Applicability. If 2 Principal Façades are required on opposing sides of a building pursuant to 

Section 4.06.02.C.1, up to 1 Data Center Mechanical Equipment Façade pursuant to Section 
4.06.02.C.3.b may be provided in lieu of 1 such required Principal Façade if such Principal 
Façade faces an adjacent existing or planned public road.

b. Requirements.  
1. Data Center Mechanical Equipment Façade. Optional Data Center Mechanical Equipment 

Façades must provide the following:
a. Partial or Full Visual Screening of Data Center Mechanical Equipment. Data Center 

Mechanical Equipment attached to or mounted on the building façade must be 
partially or fully visually screened from view at the ground level from all existing 
and planned public roads and adjoining parcels using mesh, lattice, cladding, or 
grillwork or a combination of these methods, or similar methods so as to ensure 
that the Data Center Mechanical Equipment is partially or fully screened to the 
maximum extent that permits necessary ventilation for any equipment; and

b. Differentiated Surfaces. The Data Center Mechanical Equipment Façade, including 
any provided screening methods, must incorporate a change in at least one of the 
following design elements at horizontal linear intervals that may vary in frequency 
but must be no less frequent than every 150 horizontal linear feet or no less 
frequent than 3 times the average height of the building:

A. Building material;
B. Pattern;
C. Texture;
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D. Color; or
E. Accent materials.

4. Main Entrance Feature. 
a. Applicability. Each building containing a Data Center must include at least 1 Main Entrance 

Feature that meets the requirements of Section 4.06.02.C.4.b.
b. Requirements.  

1. Entrance Feature Design. Main Entrance Features must either project or recess from the 
main building plane, and/or be differentiated from the remainder of the building façade by 
a change in building material; and

2. Foundation Plantings or Enhanced Landscaping. Main Entrance Features 
must incorporate foundation plantings consisting of a mix of evergreen and deciduous 
shrubs, grasses, sedges, or rushes, and/or herbaceous perennials, ferns, or vines for a 
minimum of 50% of the length of the Façade. These foundation plantings are in addition to 
any required buffers and parking lot landscaping required by Section 7.04 and Section 
4.06.02.D.11. Alternatively, in lieu of Foundation Plantings, any required buffering and 
parking area landscaping may be provided at an enhanced rate of 20% of plant units 
greater than what is required pursuant to Section 4.06.02.D.11 and Section 7.04.06, 
respectively.

D. General Site Design Standards.
1. Loading Bay Location. Loading bays are permitted to be located on only 1 façade.
2. Location and Screening of Data Center Mechanical Equipment. All ground level and roof top Data 

Center Mechanical Equipment must meet the following standards: Data Center Mechanical 
Equipment must be shown on any proposed Site Plan and must be fully screened on all sides. Such 
visually solid screen must be constructed with a design, materials, details, and treatment compatible 
with those used on the nearest Principal Façade of a building;

a. Perforation for Ventilated Screening. As determined by the Zoning Administrator, screening 
for Data Center Mechanical Equipment may incorporate perforated surfaces on screening walls 
as necessary to permit ventilation of Data Center Mechanical Equipment;

b. Separation from Residential. Ground mounted Data Center Mechanical Equipment must be 
separated from adjacent property that has existing residential development, an approved CDP 
or plat or plan showing residential development, or Zoning District permitting residential uses, 
by a principal building, or is otherwise not permitted adjacent to property with existing 
residential development, an approved CDP or plat or plan showing residential development, or 
Zoning District permitting residential uses;

c. Ground Mounted Prohibited in Front Yards. Ground mounted Data Center Mechanical 
Equipment must not be located in any required front yard; and

d. No Screening Requirements Adjacent to Industrially Zoned Property. As determined by the 
Zoning Administrator, Data Center Mechanical Equipment located in a manner found to have 
no adverse impact on adjacent properties zoned IP, GI, or MR-HI is not required to be screened 
pursuant to Section 4.06.02.D.2, except that such Data Center Mechanical Equipment must be 
screened from any existing or planned public road.

3. Refuse Collection and Loading Bay Area Screening. Refuse collection areas must be fully screened on 
all sides and loading bays must be screened from view at the ground level from all adjacent parcels 
and existing or planned public roads.
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4. Utilities. Data Centers are subject to Utilities requirements pursuant to Section 7.08.
5. Transportation. Except for the Mid-Block Passageway requirement pursuant to Section 7.07.03.C, 

which does not apply to Data Centers, Data Centers are subject to Transportation requirements 
pursuant to Section 7.07.

6. LPAT Trails in RSCR Buffer Areas. For any proposed Data Center use on a lot containing RSCR Buffer 
Areas or Adjacent Steep Slopes pursuant to Chapter 6, Trails must be provided as determined by the 
Department of Parks, Recreation, and Community Services in accordance with the LPAT Design 
Guidelines for a trail.

7. Setbacks and Building Massing Adjacent to Residential. The following requirements apply when a 
proposed Data Center is to be located on a property adjacent to property with existing residential 
development, an approved CDP or plat or plan showing residential development, or Zoning District 
permitting residential uses, including when the Data Center property and adjacent residential 
property are separated by a principal arterial or lesser designated roadway, per the Countywide 
Transportation Plan:

a. Minimum Parking Setback. Parking must be setback at least 50 feet from the common 
property line, provided existing forest and other natural screening exists within 50 feet of the 
lot line, and such forest and screening remains undisturbed or enhanced in accordance with 
Chapter 7; or, if no forest or natural screening exists, berms are provided at least 10 feet in 
height constructed to a maximum 2:1 slope on either side of the crown edge, and 10-foot-tall 
fencing and plantings are placed on top of the berm;

b. Minimum Setback for Structures. Structures must be setback at least 200 feet from the 
common property line;

c. Change in Building Height. If a building is located within 400 feet measured from the property 
line adjacent to property with existing residential development, an approved CDP or plat or 
plan showing residential development, or Zoning District permitting residential uses, any 
building façade facing the adjacent property must include a change in building height at a 
minimum interval no less frequent than every 150 horizontal linear feet or no less frequent 
than 3 times the average height of the building; and

d. Building Step-Back. If a building is located within 400 feet measured from the property line 
adjacent to property with existing residential development, an approved CDP or plat or plan 
showing residential development, or Zoning District permitting residential uses, the building 
envelope must provide a step-back of no less than 15 feet from the building wall at a height 
point that begins at the top of the second story of the building or 40 feet, whichever of the 2 is 
lower.

8. Generator Noise Adjacent to Residential. For Data Centers on property adjacent to property with 
existing residential development, an approved CDP, or plat, or plan showing residential development, 
or Zoning District permitting residential uses, the following standard applies to generator testing, 
subject to Commonwealth regulations or permits issued for the property:

a. Generator testing is limited to between 5:00 p.m. and 7:00 m. between May 1 and September 
30;

b. Generator testing is limited to between 11:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. between October 1 and April 
30; and

c. Except for generator testing or commissioning activities, generator use is limited to 
backup/emergency use only.
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9. Light and Glare. In addition to the requirements of Section 7.05.02, Data Centers must meet the 
following standards:

a. Data Centers must include a photometric plan that shows all exterior lighting, including any 
security lighting; and

b. Maximum illumination under Section 7.05.02.B.3 includes any security lighting.
10. Noise Studies and Soundproofing. 

a. Noise Studies. Data Centers are subject to the Noise Study standards pursuant to Section 
7.05.03.G.

b. Soundproofing. For Data Centers on property adjacent to property with existing residential 
development, an approved CDP, or plat, or plan showing residential development, or Zoning 
District permitting residential uses, any Data Center Mechanical Equipment located on the 
property, whether on a roof top, on the ground level, or elsewhere on the exterior of the 
property, must be screened on all four sides by an acoustical barrier. For purposes of this 
section, acoustical barrier is defined as an exterior solid or louvred wall containing sound-
proofing materials designed to absorb noise and protect neighboring properties from noise 
pollution.

11. Landscaping/Buffering/Screening. All applicable regulations for Landscaping, Buffers, and Screening 
pursuant to Section 7.04 apply except as follows:

a. Specific Plant Unit Composition Requirements. In lieu of the requirements of Section 
7.04.07.B.2, the following requirements apply to the plant types used to meet Section 7.04.03 
Buffer requirements. Maximum percentages apply solely in determining the quantity of a given 
plant type that can be counted towards meeting a Plant Unit requirement and do not preclude 
the installation of additional plant material from that plant type, if desired.
1. Specific Plant Unit Percentages. The following plant unit percentages apply to each 

property line where the buffer or road corridor buffer is required:
a. A maximum of 20% of the required plant units may be a combination of shrubs, 

ornamental grasses, and perennials.
b. A minimum of 40% and a maximum of 70% of the required plant units must be 

evergreen trees that are a minimum of 8 feet in height at the time of planting.
c. A maximum of 30% of the required plant units may be small deciduous trees.
d. A maximum of 30% of the required plant units may be large deciduous trees.
e. Buffer Substitution Using Topography and Vegetation. Use of natural topography 

and preservation of existing vegetation, supplemented by new vegetation, if 
needed, may be substituted for the above requirements if determined by the 
Zoning Administrator in consultation with the County Urban Forester to provide 
screening at the density, depth, and height equivalent to the Buffer Type C with 
earthen berm or Road Corridor Buffer Type 3 with earthen berm.

2. Specific Buffer and Berm Requirements. In lieu of the buffer required under Table 
7.04.03-1, a Buffer Type C is required with the specified plantings and located on an 
earthen berm that has a minimum height of 6 feet and a grade lower than 2:1. Use of 
natural topography and preservation of existing vegetation, supplemented by new 
vegetation, if needed, may be substituted if determined by the Zoning Administrator in 
consultation with the County Urban Forester to provide an equivalent density, depth, and 
height to the required Buffer Type C and earthen berm.
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3. Road Corridor Buffer. If a Gateway Corridor Buffer is required pursuant to Section 7.04.02, 
the Gateway Corridor Buffer standards of Section 7.04 apply. 

 Figure 4.06.02-1. Data Center Standards
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New Albany, OH
Background
New Albany, OH, has become a statewide leader in data center 
development, with a relatively high amount of projects operational 
(~25) with more proposed. Some have attributed this success to 
the City’s integrated community development structure, which 
combines planning, zoning, building, engineering, and economic 
development under one director, allowing for efficient review and 
coordination. New Albany prides itself in its ability to “move at the 
speed of business,” making it an attractive location for investment 
(Hooker, 2025).

Zoning and Land Use
New Albany’s zoning code defines data centers generally as:

“Real and personal property consisting of buildings or structures 
specifically designed or modified to house networked computers 
and data and transaction processing equipment and related 
infrastructure support equipment, including, without limitation, 
power and cooling equipment, used primarily to provide, as a 
service to persons other than the company operating the data 
center, data and transaction processing services, outsource 
information technology services and computer equipment 
colocation services, or, used primarily to provide, to a single 
user, including the user’s affiliates, customers, lessees, vendors 
and other persons authorized by the user, data and transaction 
processing services” (New Albany, OH, Code of Ordinances, § 
1105.02(p)).

Data centers are principally permitted in the General Employment 
and the Technology Manufacturing districts and allowed 
conditionally in the Limited Industrial District (City of New Albany, 
Ohio, n.d.).  Projects are subject to the City’s Design Guidelines and 
Requirements (DGR) and facilities within a certain area of the City 
may also be subject to a limitation text. Both sets of regulations 
outline site-specific conditions for setbacks, landscaping, building 
design, and infrastructure. 

Included in this section is a copy of the City’s Design Guidelines 
and Requirements.
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Utility Considerations
The City’s water supply is contracted through Columbus (City of 
New Albany, Ohio, n.d.). In Ohio, water treatment plants, and 
the water supply source(s) that those plants draw from, must be 
adequately sized to ensure clean, uninterrupted delivery of the 
water. The capacity must be enough to meet certain demand 
thresholds across the entirety of the distribution system (Ohio 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2010).

Most data centers rely on the regional electric grid, though some 
operators are considering on-site power generation (NBC4 
Columbus, n.d.). Newer facilities are increasingly adopting air-
based cooling systems to reduce water use, though these can 
generate some noise complaints from nearby neighborhoods.

Economic Development
Roughly 80 percent of New Albany’s general fund revenue 
comes from income tax (City of New Albany, 2025). Economic 
development efforts have focused on expanding and diversifying 
the City’s economy (City of New Albany, 2016), which helped set 
the stage for the arrival and growth of the technology sector in the 
City, notably in the form of data centers (Columbus CEO, 2015).

Though data centers employ relatively few workers directly 
(Thomas, 2025), the City maintains fiscal balance through a 
payment formula that ensures a minimum revenue generation 
per square foot of commercial development (City of New Albany 
Economic Development, n.d.). This ensures steady income tax 
revenue despite limited employment. 

Property tax abatements, which generally can be offered for 15 
years or up to 30 years for state-designated mega projects, are 
offset through revenue-sharing agreements with local school 
districts (Spalding, 2016). Companies can also make voluntary 
community contributions, such as technology donations, to local 
schools. 

Takeaways
•	 Integrated review structure and stable leadership foster 

efficient development  

•	 Property tax abatements are paired with school revenue 
sharing. Minimum payment formulas sustain revenue despite 
low job counts.

•	 Adequate infrastructure supports growth, though clustering 
has created localized impacts. 

•	 Air cooling reduces water use but may introduce noise concerns. 
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Recommendations
Overview
Zoning is a tool which is used to regulate land use and the area 
requirements for structures in the interest of public health, safety, 
convenience, comfort, prosperity, and general welfare. Zoning 
codes should be updated to include a definition specific to data 
centers so the use can be located intentionally and permitted 
accordingly.

Communities should consider which zoning districts are 
appropriate for data centers. For example, permitting data centers 
in all districts of a township could result in water line extensions to 
undeveloped and unplanned areas of a county. Without proper 
planning documents to support this, disorderly development could 
occur along any new water line. 

Communities should consider use-specific standards for data 
centers. New uses, and even some conventional land uses, 
appearing possess characteristics of such unique and special 
nature relative to location, design, size, method of operation, 
circulation, and public facilities that each specific use must be 
considered individually. This can be done in conjunction with use-
specific standards.

Communities implementing these two changes will be better 
equipped to plan for the challenges that future data center 
construction may present.
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Recommendations
Sample Definitions
Example definitions for data centers are included in this section. 
These definitions vary in length and specificity, ranging from one 
sentence to full paragraphs.

In Central Ohio, the city with the largest concentration of data 
centers is New Albany, which sees data centers as a key part of its 
economic development strategy (City of New Albany, OH, 2016).   
The City of New Albany defines data centers as: 

Data Center means real and personal property consisting 
of buildings or structures specifically designed or modified 
to house networked computers and data and transaction 
processing equipment and related infrastructure support 
equipment, including, without limitation, power and cooling 
equipment, used primarily to provide, as a service to persons 
other than the company operating the data center, data 
and transaction processing services, outsource information 
technology services and computer equipment colocation 
services, or, used primarily to provide, to a single user, 
including the user’s affiliates, customers, lessees, vendors and 
other persons authorized by the user, data and transaction 
processing services (1105.02).  

The City of Marysville, OH, generally defines data centers in their 
zoning code, with the definition expanded to include call centers: 

DATA PROCESSING/CALL CENTER means a facility, which 
is operated for the purpose of storing or managing data 
or operating customer service communications functions 
(Appendix). 

The City of Dublin, OH, also defines data centers more generally:

A facility with typically lower employee counts than general 
office uses that houses computer systems and associated data 
and is focused on the mass storage of data (§ 153.002). 
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Ohio is not the only state experiencing rapid growth in data center 
construction. Loudoun County, VA, is currently home to the largest 
concentration of data centers in the world. When data centers first 
started locating in the County, the use was not separately defined 
in the zoning code. As the need for oversight into data centers has 
grown, the County has defined data centers as: 

An establishment engaging in the storage, management, 
processing, and/or transmission of digital data, and housing 
computer and/or network equipment, systems, servers, 
appliances, and other associated components related to digital 
data operations (Chapter 12.d).

Alternatively, communities may consider adopting a standard 
definition based on federal guidelines. The North American 
Industrial Classification System (NAICS) is used by statistical 
agencies across the United States, Canada, and Mexico to sort 
and categorize industries. The most recent update to the NAICS 
was in 2022, which defined computing infrastructure providers 
under code 581:

“Computing Infrastructure Providers, Data Processing, Web 
Hosting, and Related Services” establishments that provide 
computing infrastructure, data processing services, Web 
hosting services (except software publishing), and related 
services, including streaming support services (except streaming 
distribution services) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022).

Some definitions strike a strong balance between clarity and 
specificity, capturing key characteristics of data centers while 
remaining broad enough to encompass the full range of facilities. 
However, even well-crafted definitions can run into issues when 
too much detail is embedded directly within the definitions. In 
many cases, the more technical or operational elements would 
be better placed in use-specific standards rather than within the 
definition itself. Other definitions introduce challenges by grouping 
data centers together with unrelated uses. While such pairings may 
appear straightforward, they can obscure important differences in 
utility needs, staffing levels, and functional purpose. As a result, 
combining data centers with these other uses within a single 
definition can create confusion and weaken the regulatory clarity 
the definition is intended to provide.
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Recommendations
Principal / Conditional Use
Communities vary in how they classify data centers, particularly in 
whether they are principally permitted or require approval through 
a conditional use process. In some jurisdictions, data centers are 
allowed as a principally permitted use in certain employment or 
industrial areas, meaning permitted outright in districts where a 
zoning permit is issued by the zoning inspector provided that the 
applicant meets the requirements. 

Other communities instead require conditional use approval, 
meaning that the use is permitted in the district only if a zoning 
permit is expressly authorized by the board of zoning appeals. 
This process provides an opportunity to examine whether a project 
will be adequately served by essential public services including 
roads, police, fire, refuse disposal, water, and sewer, as well as 
ensuring that it is designed, operated, and maintained so as to 
be harmonious in appearance with the existing character of the 
general vicinity. The process also seeks to ensure that the project 
will not create excessive additional requirements at public cost 
for public facilities and services and will not be detrimental to the 
economic welfare of the community. Approaches that rely on this 
form of review give communities a stronger role in shaping how and 
where data centers are developed, ensuring that proposals are 
more thoroughly considered and evaluated rather than principally 
permitted. An example of general standards for conditional uses 
from Claibourne Township, Union County, is attached.
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Claibourne Township, 
Union County, OH
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Claibourne Township, 
Union County, OH
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Recommendations
Use-Specific Conditions
For data centers, there are several use-specific standards that com-
munities may wish to take into account, including but not limited to 
(Morley, 2022): 

•	 Varied surfaces on facades
•	 Fenestrations
•	 Screening of mechanical equipment
•	 Orientation and bulk of main entrances and loading docks
•	 Screening and buffering of structures
•	 Setbacks of structures, buildings, and screening
•	 Building height
•	 Standards for exterior lighting
•	 Noise (Ohio counties / townships have limited authority to 	
	 regulate)
•	 Public facilities and services

Additionally, the conditions should take into account the 
surrounding land uses. For instance, if a data center were to be 
located adjacent to land zoned for residential development, then 
increased screening for mechanical equipment or an adjusted 
building height may be appropriate. Conversely, if a data center 
is surrounded on all sides by land zoned for industrial use, 
communities might require less stringent requirements for screening 
and landscaping. This same concept could also be applied to 
facades, whereby facades facing public roads could be required 
to exhibit a more pronounced differentiation of surfaces than those 
which are not.

Use-specific standards should be clear and coherent. Communities 
can achieve this by clearly defining the requirements for data center 
development, including design guidelines where appropriate to 
ensure compatibility with surrounding land uses. Incorporating 
diagrams into these standards can further improve clarity by 
visually illustrating the expectations outlined in the zoning text. 

Although counties and townships have more limited authority 
to regulate land uses, an example is provided from the City of 
Urbana with text intended to regulate bulk or mass. While some of 
the City of Urbana text is outside the scope of county or township 
zoning authority, it is a good example of how zoning can be used 
to reduce the impact of large format sites and buildings. 
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