Town of Smithfield

Department of Planning & Economic Development

STAFF MEMO

DATE: March 16, 2026

TO: Smithfield Planning Board

FROM: Gregory S. Guertin, MA, Director of Planning & Economic Development
SUBJECT: “An Ordinance Amending the Smithfield Zoning Ordinance, Article 2 entitled

“Definitions,” and Article 4 entitled “Use Regulations,” Section 4.3, “Table of
Uses,” Relating to Data Centers”

I. Proposed Amendment

The proposed amendment would add a definition of “Data Center” to Article 2 of the Smithfield
Zoning Ordinance and amend Article 4, § 4.3, Table of Uses, to list Data Centers as not permitted
in all zoning districts.

The amendment has been advanced by the Town for consideration as an interim zoning measure

while the Town evaluates whether, and under what conditions, this use may be appropriately
regulated in the future.

Il. Procedural Background

Planning Staff prepared this memorandum to assist the Planning Board in its review of the
proposed text amendment and to support a recommendation to the Town Council. The draft
ordinance also includes a two-year review provision intended to prompt reconsideration of the
issue after additional study.

lll. Purpose of the Amendment

The purpose of the amendment is to establish a temporary, precautionary zoning response to
data centers as a distinct land use not presently addressed in the Smithfield Zoning Ordinance.
The amendment is intended to avoid treating data centers by default as ordinary office,
warehouse, or generalized industrial uses before the Town has had an opportunity to study their
potential utility demands, operational impacts, land use compatibility, and appropriate future
standards.



IV. Summary of Key Provisions

The amendment would: (1) add a new definition of “Data Center”; (2) amend the Table of Uses to
list Data Centers as not permitted in all zoning districts; and (3) require review of the ordinance
after two years so that the Town may determine whether a more tailored regulatory framework
should be developed.

The definition is drafted to distinguish principal-use data centers from customary accessory server

rooms and routine information-technology infrastructure associated with other lawful principal
uses.

V. Background / Best-Practice Basis

Recent federal research and recent municipal regulatory practice both support treating data
centers as a distinct land use rather than assuming they fit comfortably within conventional
industrial or office categories.

On the technical side, the strongest current national source is the 2024 United States Data Center
Energy Usage Report prepared by Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory for the U.S. Department
of Energy. That report estimates that U.S. data centers used about 176 terawatt-hours of
electricity in 2023, equal to 4.4% of total U.S. electricity consumption. It further estimates that by
2028, U.S. data center electricity use could rise to roughly 325 to 580 terawatt-hours, equal to
about 6.7% to 12.0% of total U.S. electricity use. Put simply, that means data centers already
account for a meaningful share of the nation’s power demand, and within a few years could
represent somewhere between roughly 1 out of every 15 and 1 out of every 8 units of electricity
used nationwide. DOE summarized the same report by stating that data center load growth has
tripled over the past decade and is projected to double or triple again by 2028. That does not
mean every data center proposal will overwhelm a local grid, but it does support the conclusion
that municipalities are justified in evaluating this use separately from ordinary buildings.

In practical terms, a data center is not simply a building full of computers. At larger scales, it can
function more like a continuously operating, utility-intensive campus. The land use question is
therefore not merely what happens inside the building, but also what the use demands from
electric service, backup power systems, cooling systems, water and wastewater infrastructure,
site design, and nearby properties. That is the basic planning reason many jurisdictions have
moved toward separate data center standards.

Recent municipal regulatory documents illustrate that trend. Fairfax County, Virginia adopted a
zoning ordinance amendment in September 2024 changing where data centers are permitted and
adding data-center-specific standards relating to screening, building size, setbacks from
residential property, noise-study requirements, and architectural treatment. Mesa, Arizona
adopted a 2025 ordinance that treats data centers as a distinct use and provides that principal-
use data centers are not allowed by right, but may be permitted only through a Planned Area
Development Overlay in combination with General Industrial or Heavy Industrial zoning when
specifically authorized by the City Council. Prince William County, Virginia has also published data
center design standards intended to guide site design, building design, and sustainability
measures and to minimize the physical, environmental, and visual impacts of data centers on
adjacent development. These materials show that communities are increasingly regulating data
centers as a distinct land use category rather than relying solely on conventional industrial zoning.
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VI. Preliminary Impact Areas and Regulatory Topics for Further Study

This section identifies preliminary, non-exhaustive impact areas and regulatory topics the Town
may wish to evaluate if it elects to study whether, where, and under what conditions data centers
may be appropriately regulated in the future. It is intended only as an initial planning framework
based on currently available research and selected municipal examples, not as a final statement
of impacts, a complete list of regulatory considerations, or a recommendation that any particular
standard be adopted without further technical, legal, and policy review.

1) Electric demand and related utility infrastructure

The clearest issue identified in current research is electric demand. As noted above, federal
research projects major growth in national data center electricity use over the next several years.
In plain terms, the concern is that this is a land use that can require unusually large and unusually
continuous power supply compared with more familiar local uses. For planning and zoning
purposes, that raises questions about whether a proposed facility would require major utility
upgrades, substations, backup generation, or other infrastructure with land use effects of their
own.

There is also a related affordability concern. In some jurisdictions, the costs of transmission or
network upgrades needed to serve very large new loads may be spread across other customers.
Where those costs are socialized, or where projected large-load growth does not fully materialize
after infrastructure is built, existing ratepayers may bear part of the cost. At the same time, that
outcome is not automatic; whether large new loads increase or decrease average rates depends
heavily on utility rate design, cost-allocation rules, and whether the customer pays enough to
cover the incremental costs it causes. For Smithfield, this suggests that any future ordinance
should account not only for the physical infrastructure needed to serve a data center, but also for
the need to understand the scale and permanence of the proposed electric demand and any
related utility improvements.

2) Water demand and cooling systems

Data centers can also vary substantially in water demand depending on how they are cooled.
Some systems are primarily air-cooled, while others use water-based cooling. That difference
matters. In simple terms, two facilities that appear similar from the street may place very different
demands on the water system based on cooling technology alone. For that reason, it is not enough
to regulate this use only through bulk and area standards.

Water-based cooling can also create wastewater-management issues. As cooling water
recirculates, dissolved solids become more concentrated and a portion of the water must be
discharged as blowdown to prevent scaling and corrosion. If that wastewater has high
concentrations of dissolved solids or other treatment-related constituents, it can create
treatment and disposal challenges for local systems. EPA’s Quincy, Washington case study is a
useful example: wastewater from data-center cooling created difficulties for the local reclamation
facility and contributed to exceedances of discharge and aquifer-recharge requirements, which
led to development of a dedicated reuse and treatment system. This does not mean every data
center will create the same problem, but it does suggest that any future ordinance should require
applicants to identify the proposed cooling system and disclose anticipated water demand,
wastewater characteristics, and disposal or reuse methods as part of the review process.

3) Noise, generators, and mechanical equipment
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Another recurring issue is noise, especially where facilities include large cooling equipment,
transformers, or backup generators. From a land use standpoint, the concern is straightforward:
a facility may look quiet from the outside while still generating a constant mechanical sound or
periodic generator activity that can affect nearby properties, particularly at night.

Fairfax County’s adopted ordinance requires a noise study prior to site plan approval and a post-
construction noise study prior to issuance of a nonresidential use permit. It also requires screening
of operating equipment and accessory substations. Those are useful examples because they shift
the standard from a vague concern about nuisance impacts to measurable and reviewable
performance requirements.

4) Land use compatibility and separation from sensitive uses

Another common regulatory response is physical separation from residential areas and other
sensitive uses. That reflects a basic compatibility judgment: even where a data center may be
appropriate somewhere in a municipality, it may not be appropriate directly adjacent to
neighborhoods or other sensitive land uses.

Fairfax County requires data center buildings to be located at least 200 feet from the lot line of
an R district or property developed with a residential use, and generally requires ground-level
operating equipment to be at least 300 feet away unless separated by the principal building or
approved through special exception. Whether Smithfield would ultimately choose those same
distances is a separate question, but the example is useful because it shows how another
municipality translated compatibility concerns into clear, enforceable standards.

5) Visual character and site design

Data centers can also present unusual design issues because they are often very large buildings
with limited windows, extensive service areas, mechanical yards, walls, security features, and
other infrastructure that can produce a blank or fortress-like appearance. In plain terms, a
community may not object only to what the use does, but also to what it looks like and how it
meets the street.

Prince William County’s data center design standards are intended to minimize the physical,
environmental, and visual impacts of data centers on adjacent development and address topics
such as building placement, buffer yards, screening of mechanical equipment, fencing, and
sustainability measures. Fairfax also requires facade variation and fenestration or similar design
features on data center buildings. These examples suggest that if Smithfield ever elects to permit
data centers in some form, ordinary industrial design standards may not be sufficient by
themselves.

6) Application materials and public review

A final lesson from peer regulations is procedural: municipalities increasingly require more than a
standard zoning or development application when evaluating this use.

Fairfax County requires additional submission materials for rezonings and special exceptions
involving data centers, including a noise study and architectural depictions of the proposed
building and associated equipment as viewed from all lot lines and street lines. That approach is
significant because it recognizes that many of the relevant impacts are technical and should be
disclosed early in the process rather than discovered in later stages of review.
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VII.

Staff Analysis

1)

2)

3)

Definition of “Data Center”

Finding: The proposed definition appropriately distinguishes principal-use data centers from
ordinary server rooms or subordinate IT infrastructure accessory to another permitted use.
This is important because the Town should not unintentionally capture routine business
technology systems within the same regulatory category as large-scale digital infrastructure
facilities.

Best-practice alignment: Peer municipal regulations also distinguish principal-use data
centers from accessory-use situations. Mesa’s 2025 ordinance follows that same general
approach.

Conclusion: Appropriate and necessary for clarity.

Table of Uses Amendment — Not Permitted in All Districts

Finding: Listing data centers as not permitted in all zoning districts is a clear interim control.
It prevents the use from being treated by default as a warehouse, office, or generalized
industrial use before the Town has adopted standards tailored to its actual characteristics and
impacts.

Best-practice alignment: Recent municipal practice shows that communities are increasingly
moving away from unrestricted or loosely regulated treatment of data centers. Fairfax
strengthened its data center zoning provisions in 2024, and Mesa’s 2025 ordinance provides
that principal-use data centers are not allowed by right but may be permitted only through a
PAD-based approval framework in specified industrial districts when specifically authorized
by the City Council.

Conclusion: Reasonable as an interim measure while the Town studies whether any district
should accommodate the use in the future.

Two-Year Review / Interim Framework

Finding: The two-year review language reinforces that the amendment is intended as an
interim control rather than a final policy endpoint. That is sensible here because the Town has
not yet developed district-specific siting standards, utility review requirements, sound
standards, design standards, or procedural requirements for this use.

Best-practice alignment: Other jurisdictions have addressed data centers through dedicated,
issue-specific ordinances rather than leaving them to generalized zoning standards. The
draft’s review language is consistent with using a temporary control period to determine
whether more tailored local regulations should be developed.

Conclusion: Appropriate, provided the Town uses the review period to develop a more
complete regulatory framework.



VIll. Staff Recommendation

Planning Staff recommends that the Planning Board issue a positive recommendation to the
Town Council in support of the proposed amendment as an interim ordinance measure.

The recommendation is based on the conclusion that the current zoning ordinance does not

adequately address data centers as a distinct land use and that additional study is warranted
before the Town considers allowing such facilities in any district.

IX. Recommended Planning Board Motion

The Planning Board recommends that the Town Council approve the proposed ordinance
entitled “An Ordinance Amending the Smithfield Zoning Ordinance, Article 2 entitled
“Definitions,” and Article 4 entitled “Use Regulations,” Section 4.3, “Table of Uses,” Relating to
Data Centers.”
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