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The Thirst of the Machine: On Al's Energy and
Water Footprint

= Down to Earth 10 June 2026 GS3

Source: ujiyari.com — Free UPSC & State PCS Current Affairs

" INTERVIEW ANGLE
. "Artificial intelligence promises efficiency, yet its data centres consume enormous power and

water. How should India pursue Al without breaching its resource and climate limits?"

Source: Original editorial #  Down to Earth

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A UN warning that AT data centres could consume vast amounts of electricity and water by 2030 lands
just as India ramps up its own Al-infrastructure push. For an aspirant, this is a fresh GS3 (environment,
science and technology) lead at the intersection of digital ambition and ecological limits. The

uncomfortable truth: the “weightless” cloud has a very heavy resource footprint.

THE CRUX IN 60 WORDS

Al is energy- and water-intensive: data-centre electricity demand is set to rise sharply, and cooling
consumes large volumes of water, a grave concern in water-stressed India. Powered by fossil fuels, AI growth
raises emissions; added to a stressed grid, it crowds out others. The answer is green data centres by
design: renewable power, recycled or desalinated cooling water, and efficiency standards integrated into

climate planning.
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THE ISSUE, DECODED

ELEMENT WHATIT IS WHY IT MATTERS

Data centre Facility housing AI/computing servers Heavy power and water user
Al energy demand  Power for training and running models Rising steeply, strains grids
Water for cooling Water used to cool servers Acute in a water-stressed India

Green data centre Renewable-powered, water-efficient facility =~ The sustainable design

THE ANALYSIS: THE TWO FOOTPRINTS

o Energy is the first cost. Dense Al computing drives steep data-centre power demand; fossil-

fuelled, it raises emissions.

©® water is the second. Cooling consumes large volumes of water, a serious issue in a water-stressed

country.

® The trade-off is real. Al can optimise energy and water, but that cannot excuse ignoring its direct

footprint.

o Planning must include it. Al infrastructure should sit inside climate and water-resource planning,

not outside it.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

UN/UNCTAD and IEA analyses project a steep rise in global data-centre electricity demand by 2030; AI
cooling adds a large water footprint. India frame: the IndiaAI Mission (approved 2024, about Rs 10,371
crore); a fast-growing data-centre sector; large Al facilities under development. Sustainability tools:
renewable-powered data centres, recycled or desalinated cooling water, energy-efficient chips, PUE
(Power Usage Effectiveness) standards. Concepts: “green data centre”; water stress; the grid-

crowding effect; planetary boundaries. Linkage: the digital economy versus climate and water security.

THE DEBATE

Argument for AI’s worth: Al delivers efficiency gains and can optimise energy, water and agriculture, so its

footprint is a manageable, worthwhile trade-off.

Argument for caution: Unmanaged, AI's energy and water demand can deepen the very climate and

resource stresses it claims to help solve.

The Thirst of the Machine: On Al's Energy and Water Footprint 3/8


https://ujiyari.com/schemes/indiaai-mission/
https://ujiyari.com/terms/planetary-boundaries/
https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

The balanced verdict: Al is essential to India’s future, but it must be green by design, renewable-powered,
water-efficient, and held to clear standards, so that digital ambition and ecological limits are reconciled from the

start rather than after the damage.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (TRANSFERABLE SKILL)

A weak answer accepts the framing of technology as “clean” and weightless. The strong answer traces the
physical resources behind the abstraction, the electricity and water a “cloud” actually consumes, and asks
how to manage them. The move is to internalise hidden environmental costs into the design and planning of

new technology. The same lens applies to cryptocurrencies, electric mobility and the digital economy at large.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

AI growth -> dense computing -> steep electricity demand + large water use for cooling.
Unmanaged: fossil power -> emissions; freshwater cooling -> water stress. Green by design:

renewable power + recycled/desalinated cooling + efficiency standards + climate-resource

planning -> AI within ecological limits.

THE WAY FORWARD

O Mandate renewable-powered, water-efficient green data centres.
2] Set energy and water-use standards (such as PUE benchmarks) for the sector.
3 Encourage efficient chips and recycled or desalinated cooling water.

o Integrate Al infrastructure into national climate and water-resource planning.
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THE TAKEAWAY BOX

“The growth of artificial intelligence carries a significant environmental footprint that must be managed.”

Discuss in the context of India’s AI and data-centre ambitions. (250 words)
“The cloud is not weightless; it runs on the grid and the river, and intelligence must be efficient in both.”

IndiaAlI Mission - data-centre energy demand - water footprint of cooling - green data centre - Power Usage

Effectiveness (PUE) - planetary boundaries.
Can a technology sold as a climate solution be allowed to worsen the climate problem?

Connects to GS3 PYQs on the environmental impact of technology and sustainable development; a probable

question is the Al-footprint framing above.

today’s Reliance-Meta AI data centre article (renewable-powered, seawater-cooled); static GS3 on

environment, energy and the digital economy.

Sources: Down To Earth, IEA, UNCTAD

Source: The Thirst of the Machine: On Al's Energy and Water Footprint — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS
Editorial Analysis

® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

A UN warning that Al data centres could consume vast electricity
and water by 2030 forces a reckoning: Al's environmental
footprint is real and rising, and India’s Al ambition must be built
on green, resource-efficient infrastructure rather than added
blindly to an already stressed grid and water system.

v SUPPORTING
* Al computing is energy-intensive, and data-centre electricity demand is projected to rise
sharply, straining grids and raising emissions if powered by fossil fuels.

* Data centres also consume large volumes of water for cooling, a serious concern in a

water-stressed country like India.

* Unmanaged, Al's resource demand can deepen the very environmental and climate
stresses it is sometimes claimed to help solve.
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A COUNTER

Some argue Al delivers efficiency gains and can optimise energy, water and agriculture, so
its own footprint is a worthwhile and manageable trade-off.

- WAY FORWARD

Mandate renewable-powered, water-efficient "green data centres”, set energy and water-
use standards, encourage efficient chips and recycled or desalinated cooling water, and

integrate Al infrastructure into climate and resource planning.

PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIzZ

“¥ Take the 10 June 2026 Quiz —

A_,g, MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
"The growth of artificial intelligence carries a significant environmental footprint that must be

managed." Discuss in the context of India's Al and data-centre ambitions. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Artificial intelligence is often sold as clean and weightless, a thing of code and clouds. A new UN

warning is a reminder that it runs on very physical electricity and water, and a great deal of both.

BODY

The footprint has two dimensions. The first is energy: training and running large Al models requires
dense, power-hungry computing, and global data-centre electricity demand is projected to rise steeply
by 2030.

If that power comes from fossil fuels, Al's growth directly raises emissions; if it is simply added to a
stressed grid, it crowds out other users. The second is water: data centres use large volumes of water to
cool their servers, a grave concern in a water-stressed country like India where competing demands
from agriculture, drinking water and industry are already acute.

The optimistic counter, that Al can optimise energy, water and farming and so earn its footprint, holds
some truth, but it cannot be an excuse to ignore the direct costs. The resolution is to make Al

infrastructure green by design.
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India’s data-centre push, including large new Al facilities, should be powered by renewable energy,
cooled with recycled or desalinated rather than freshwater where possible, and held to clear energy and

water-efficiency standards. Efficient chips, better cooling, and locating centres near renewable sources

all help.
Crucially, Al infrastructure must be folded into climate and water-resource planning rather than treated

as a separate, exempt sector, so that the country’s digital ambition and its ecological limits are

reconciled from the start.

CONCLUSION

Al will be central to India’s future, but it cannot be allowed to drink the grid and the rivers dry. The goal

is intelligence that is efficient not only in computation but in its claim on the planet.

@ RELATED DAILY ARTICLES

10Jun  Current Affairs Today, June 10, 2026
10Jun Reliance and Meta to Build a 168 MW Al Data Centre in...
10Jun  COP31 Presidency Proposes a '35 by 35' Global...

8Jun Current Affairs Today, June 8, 2026

~ NEWER EDITORIAL OLDER EDITORIAL —
The Silent Pandemic: On Antimicrobial Beyond the Urea Trap: On Reforming the
Resistance Fertiliser Subsidy
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