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Thirsty Data Centres, Thin Regulation: Who is
Watching India's Water?

~ Down to Earth 21 August 2026 @

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"The editorial calls for mandatory water-consumption disclosure for data centres. What specific
regulatory body should own this mandate, and what enforcement mechanism would give it
teeth?"

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Every data centre built today without a water-efficiency standard is a multi-decade water commitment

nobody is currently required to disclose.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This editorial offers a timely GS3 environment-technology intersection analysis, connecting India’s Al/digital-
infrastructure growth to water-security governance, a genuinely emerging policy theme with strong current-

affairs relevance.

GS Paper 3: Water security, environmental regulation, infrastructure policy, technology and environment

intersection.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE
Water-stress A formal evaluation of local water availability and The regulatory tool the editorial
assessment demand pressures before approving a water-intensive calls for
facility
Cooling- The multi-decade commitment to a specific water- The editorial’s core argument
technology lock- consumption pattern created by initial infrastructure for early intervention
in design choices
Evaporative A common but water-intensive data-centre cooling A concrete technical choice with
cooling method, as distinct from more water-efficient long-term water implications
alternatives

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

India’s data centre sector has expanded rapidly in recent years, driven substantially by growing AI computing
demand, cloud services, and data-localisation requirements. Data centres are typically sited based on power
availability, connectivity infrastructure, and land cost considerations, factors that do not inherently account

for local water-resource conditions, even as many Indian cities already face significant water stress.

THE ANALYSIS

1. Water demand scales directly with AT computing growth. As India’s Al infrastructure expands, the
associated cooling-water demand from data centres is set to grow correspondingly, making this a rapidly

compounding rather than static concern.

2, Site-selection criteria currently exclude water-stress considerations. Data centres are sited
based on power, connectivity, and land factors, meaning facilities can be built in water-scarce cities without

any regulatory requirement to account for the resulting local water impact.

3. Infrastructure choices made now create multi-decade consequences. Cooling-technology
selection at construction time effectively locks in a facility’s water-consumption profile for its entire

operational lifespan, making early intervention far more consequential than later correction.

4. The absence of mandatory disclosure creates a genuine governance blind spot. Without
centralised water-consumption reporting requirements, policymakers lack the basic data needed to assess the

sector’s aggregate water impact or design targeted interventions.

5. A narrow but consequential regulatory window currently exists. Because India’s data centre
sector is still in a relatively early growth phase, mandatory efficiency and disclosure standards imposed now
would be substantially less disruptive than retrofitting requirements onto an already-built infrastructure base

later.
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DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

Water stress in India is commonly assessed using indices from bodies like the Central Water
Commission and NITI Aayog’s Composite Water Management Index.

Data centre cooling can use water-intensive evaporative systems or more water-efficient alternatives
like air-cooling or closed-loop liquid cooling.

Do not treat this as purely a technology-sector regulation issue disconnected from environment; the
editorial explicitly frames it as a water-security and environmental-governance gap requiring the same

rigour applied to other water-intensive industries.

THE DEBATE

FOR (mandate water-disclosure and efficiency standards now): Early regulatory intervention, while
the sector is still growing, is far more cost-effective than retrofitting standards onto locked-in infrastructure

later.

AGAINST (avoid slowing a strategically important growth sector): Imposing new compliance
requirements at this stage could deter investment in India’s data centre and Al infrastructure at a

competitively sensitive time.

Balanced verdict: Given that infrastructure lock-in effects make early intervention disproportionately more
effective than later correction, a reasonably calibrated disclosure-and-assessment requirement, rather than

prescriptive technology mandates, could address the water-security concern without unduly burdening sector

a9
3

3
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

When a rapidly growing infrastructure sector lacks a specific regulatory requirement, evaluate whether the
sector’s physical characteristics create long-term lock-in effects. Sectors with multi-decade infrastructure
lifespans, like data centres, power plants, or urban water systems, warrant earlier regulatory attention

precisely because early design choices are far cheaper to get right than to retrofit.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Now: Early Growth Phase Later: Locked-In Infrastructure
Regulation is cheap and effective Retrofitting is costly, disruptive

Narrow Regulatory Window
Act now, before lock-in occurs

TAKEAWAY BOX

Every data centre built today without a water-efficiency standard is a multi-decade water commitment

nobody is currently required to disclose.
NITI Aayog Composite Water Management Index; evaporative vs closed-loop cooling technologies.

Should digital-infrastructure growth be permitted to proceed without water-impact accountability in

already water-stressed regions?

Connects to past UPSC Mains questions on water security, sustainable development, and infrastructure-

environment trade-offs.

“Rapidly growing infrastructure sectors offer a narrow window for effective early regulation.” Discuss with

reference to India’s data centre sector and water security.

Source: Thirsty Data Centres, Thin Regulation: Who is Watching India's Water? — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State
PCS Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Down to Earth argues that India’s Al-driven data centre boom is
generating significant water demand in already water-stressed
cities, but no major state data-centre policy currently mandates
disclosure of water consumption through centralised reporting,
calling for embedding mandatory water-stress assessments,
efficiency benchmarks, and monitoring now, before infrastructure
choices lock in for decades.

v  SUPPORTING

* Data centres, particularly those supporting Al workloads, require substantial water for
cooling systems, a demand that scales with computing capacity and is concentrated in
specific urban locations often chosen for connectivity and power access rather than water

availability.

* Infrastructure decisions made now, including cooling-technology choices and site selection,
will lock in water-consumption patterns for the multi-decade operational lifespan of these
facilities, making early regulatory intervention far more effective than retrofitting after the
fact.

A COUNTER

A counter-view holds that imposing mandatory water-disclosure and efficiency requirements
at this relatively early stage of India’s data centre sector growth could slow investment and
deter the infrastructure expansion needed to support India’s digital economy and Al
ambitions, at a time when the sector is still establishing itself competitively against other

countries.

— WAY FORWARD

The editorial’s position is that mandatory water-stress assessments and consumption-
disclosure requirements should be embedded into data-centre approval processes now, while
the sector is still in a relatively early growth phase, since retrofitting water-efficiency standards
onto an already-built infrastructure base would be far more costly and disruptive than
designing for water efficiency from the outset.
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-g,é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
Examine the water-security implications of India's rapidly expanding data centre sector, and discuss the

case for mandatory water-stress assessment and disclosure requirements. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Down to Earth examines the water-security implications of India’s rapidly expanding data centre sector,
arguing that the absence of mandatory water-consumption disclosure and stress assessment creates a

governance gap that must be closed before infrastructure choices lock in for decades.

BODY

India’s Al-driven data centre boom is generating substantial new water demand, since modern data
centres, particularly those supporting energy- and cooling-intensive Al computing workloads, rely heavily
on water-based cooling systems whose consumption scales directly with computing capacity. This demand
is often concentrated in specific urban locations chosen primarily for factors like power-grid access, fibre
connectivity, and land availability, factors that frequently do not account for local water-stress conditions,
meaning data centres can be sited in already water-scarce cities without any regulatory requirement to
assess or disclose the resulting water-consumption impact.

The editorial’s central concern is regulatory: no major Indian state's current data-centre policy framework
mandates centralised water-consumption disclosure or requires a formal water-stress assessment as part
of the facility-approval process, creating a governance blind spot precisely as the sector is expanding
rapidly. This timing matters significantly because infrastructure decisions made during initial construction,
including cooling-technology selection (water-intensive evaporative cooling versus more water-efficient
alternatives) and physical site selection, effectively lock in water-consumption patterns for the multi-
decade operational lifespan of these facilities, making early regulatory intervention substantially more
effective and less costly than attempting to retrofit water-efficiency requirements onto an already-built

infrastructure base.

CONCLUSION

A complete Mains answer should recognise that infrastructure sectors experiencing rapid early-stage
growth, like data centres, offer a narrow but consequential regulatory window, since decisions made now
about resource-intensity standards will determine multi-decade environmental outcomes far more cost-

effectively than post-hoc regulatory correction.
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