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Will Al Drink India Dry?

fight data centre expansion. In the
drought-prone areas of Arizona and

By Rajeev Narayan
Journalist

One day soon, every Indian may wake
up to an extraordinary irony. The
same nation whose residents queue
up each day before tankers and
whose village women walk to distant
wells in blistering summer heat to
find pots of water could find itself
supplying millions of litres of the elixir
to cool artificial intelligence servers
owned by global technology giants.
As the world embraces the ‘Al Age’, an
itchy truth is fast emerging. The
future of Al will depend less on algo-
rithms and more on access to water,
electricity and land.

Al is sold as clean, invisible, futur-
istic and floating in 'the Cloud,
detached from realities of geography
and natural resources. But the truth is
more industrial. Al runs on gigantic
data centres packed with rows of
high-tech servers that gulp up stag-
gering quantities of cooling water
and enormous amounts of electricity
every minute. They require elaborate
cooling systems, non-stop power
supply, massive land acquisition and
Machiavellian infrastructure.

Many communities in the United
States took to the streets recently to

Texas, citizens marched against
groundwater depletion, spiking
power demand and ecological stress
linked to hyperscale data centres.
Studies now question whether the
average citizen should bear these
daily costs just to enable global tech
companies to train ever-larger Al
models.

India Faces the Stress

Despite this sobering truth, India’s
ambition to emerge as a global Al
and data-centre hub is projected as a
‘strategic triumph’. Investments worth
billions are being made and Indian
states are huffing and puffing to win
the race. Cries of 'Digital Leadership’,
‘Al Sovereignty’ and ‘Future-Ready
infrastructure’ dominate policy dis-
cussions and presentations. But
beneath the optimism lies a tough
question: can a water-stressed and
energy-poor nation realistically
absorb the burden of being the
world's Al engine room?

The question pops up because
India’s environmental arithmetic is
already strained. It hosts 18 per cent
of the global population, but has only
4 per cent of the world's freshwater
resources. Groundwater depletion has
become a headache and urban cities

routinely face water shortages. Rivers
remain polluted. Heatwaves are
growing longer and harsher, with cli-
mate change baring its fangs.

Into this fragile equation enters
the Al data centre. In January, the
Economic Survey described Al infra-
structure as a ‘double-edged sword',
noting that large data centres con-
sume enormous amounts of water
and electricity. This is no operational
detail. Cooling is central to the sur-
vival of Al systems. Advanced proces-
sors generate massive heat as they
operate non-stop, making cooling a
life-saving intervention. Water is the
cheapest, most efficient way to cool
things off.Studies show that a single
Al-linked data centre can consume
millions of litres of water daily.
Researchers worry about the expand-
ing water footprint associated with Al
model training and server cooling
systems. The IEA has cautioned that
power demand from Al and data cen-
tres could surge sharply. Very soon.

India’s Al Headache

In India, the situation is grave
because data-centre clusters are
emerging in regions already facing
water pressure. Bengaluru has been
living with killing water shortages in
recent years, forcing people to rely on
private tankers. Chennai has battled

30



fears of ‘Day Zero' situations for long.
Hyderabad, Pune and parts of Delhi-
NCR are experiencing near-death
groundwater stress.

The concern is neither theoretical
nor theatrical. If normal demand is
already taxing local systems, what will
happen when hyper Al facilities begin
competing for the same water? The
danger lies in concentration. Demand
calculations may appear manageable
on paper, but the ecological impact is
shocking. People living around new
data centres may soon face declining
groundwater tables and rising utility
pressures.

Another challenge is electricity. Al
is as addictive as it is power-hungry.
High-octane computing clusters
operate round-the-clock, necessitat-
ing stable grids. Worldwide, analysts
describe power availability as one of
the biggest constraints on future Al
expansion. Admittedly, India has
made progress in expanding power
generation and green-energy. Solar
deployment has grown. Transmission
infrastructure has widened. Yet, India
faces power pressures during peak
summer months, with heatwaves and
rising air-conditioning demand.
Nearly all regions see outages, shut-
downs and distribution failures.
Upcoming Al and data centre infra-
structure will only intensify these
pressures.

India’s Green Paradox

The irony is waiting to bite us in
the behind. Al is pushed as a tool to
optimise systems, improve efficien-
cies and fight climate change. Yet, the
infrastructure powering Al will itself
raise emissions if not supported
through clean-energy sources. India,
thus, faces a difficult balancing act. It
cannot isolate itself from the global Al
race. And it should not. For Al will
shape future competitiveness across
all industry sectors. India requires
strong domestic computing capabili-
ties to remain technologically relevant
in the coming decades.

But strategic participation should
not translate into ecological surren-
der. The silent costs of technological
progress have to be met head on.
Data-centre growth requires land,
substations, transmission corridors,
roads and construction ecosystems.
This creates green disruption and
urbanisation pressure. Questions
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around e-waste disposal, thermal pol-
lution and ecological carrying capaci-
ty remain insufficiently discussed.

Then comes the issue of employ-
ment. Unlike manufacturing, which
generates labour-intensive supply
chains, data centres are automated
once operational.

After the setup is complete,
employment generation is limited.
Thus, the environmental burden far
outweighs the job creation benefits.
This creates a dilemma. As millions
struggle for reliable water, power and
infrastructure, should scarce
resources serve global server farms
rather than local developmental pri-
orities?

The question may be provocative,
but it is becoming impossible to
ignore. Public resistance in parts of
the US reflects the same anxiety.
People are beginning to realize that
the digital economy is not immaterial.
The cloud is not floating somewhere
in the sky. It sits on land, consumes
water and burns electricity.

Global Tinkering

The world is tinkering with alter-
natives to reduce these green costs.
Some are investing in advanced cool-
ing tech to cut freshwater depend-
ence. Others are exploring immersion
cooling, closed-loop systems. Nordic
nations are using colder climates to
cut cooling needs. China is experi-
menting with underwater data cen-
tres that use ocean temperatures for
natural cooling. These highlight a
simple reality — that the future of Al
will depend not only on computing
power, but also on ecological sustain-

Water

ability. India has an opportunity to
shape this transition smartly. Rather
than celebrate every incoming data-
centre investment, it needs to post
stricter norms and carrying-capacity
assessments. Water accounting sys-
tems, renewable-energy obligations,
wastewater recycling needs and
region-specific green clearances are
needed. Geographic planning is
important too, for water-stressed
regions should not become Al's cheer
boys and girls simply because the
incentives are attractive.

Tough Balancing Act

India does not need to reject Al.
That would be neither practical nor
strategic. But it must refuse to
become an ecological shock absorber
of the global digital economy. The
question is not whether India can
host the world's Al infrastructure. It is
whether India can do this without
forcing its citizens into a battle over
water, electricity and environmental
survival. A nation where millions
struggle for reliable drinking water
cannot afford to treat ecological costs
as secondary details in the race for
technological prestige.

Yes, Al will reshape the future. But
if nations begin sacrificing rivers,
groundwater and energy security to
power endless server farms, the world
will discover a deadly paradox: that
humanity built intelligent machines
but behaved unwisely with its own
life-sustaining natural resources. That
is the conversation India must begin
today- before the hum of servers
grows louder than the sound of the
warning bells. ®
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