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Thirsty Data

India's growing its role in data centre market, but it must augment water availability first
TOI Editorials

Monday's outage at Amazon Web Services is a reminder of the
cloud's earthly nature. You can 'dematerialise' your
songs,movies,photos,identity,friendships,bank accounts,games
and whatnot, but they still reside as zeroes and ones some-
where on physical servers in physical data centres. And there
are thousands of these data centres-around 12,000 globally-
already in the 33rd year of the internet's public release. That's a
double-edged sword. The good that these pillars of the internet
do is well-known. UPI payments, for example, won't be
possible without them. But their growing scale is increasingly
drawing attention to the harm they are capable of.

Like the human brain - which accounts for about 20% of your body's energy use at rest-data centres are
terribly energy-hungry. The more demanding a task-like generating an Al video from text prompts - the
more energy they consume. And while doing so, they produce massive amounts of heat that could cripple
them. So, all data centres consume megawatts of electricity, and millions of litres of water for cooling, which
is a scarce resource. That's why in US, which houses about half the world's data centres, proposals to build
new ones are being greeted with protests as people in their vicinity face supply shortages.

While India is a small player relative to US who isn't? Even China is at roughly 10% the size-it aspires to
increase its share rapidly. Google's announcement last week of a $15bn investment over five years is a step
in this direction. Indian data centre capacity is likely to grow by around 80% between 2024 and 2027. Data
centre water consumption, meanwhile, looks set to jump from 150bn litres in 2025 to almost 360bn litres
in 2030. But you can't cool these centres with ordinary river water-it has to be of potable quality Since no
Indian city currently has enough water round the year even for residents, either data centres or the people
will have to remain thirsty. Unless, massive investments are made in improving civic water supplies
starting now.

Data centres will only increase, and India needs more of them for national security and citizens' data safety.
In the long term, technology might reduce the water requirements of these centres, and they might be able
to run on grey water-processed sewage-but for now, speedy water supply augmentation is necessary.
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