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We thank the Australian Government for initiating an inquiry into Artificial Intelligence and Data Centres. 
AFSA welcomes the opportunity to provide a written submission. We hope the Government will facilitate 

robust and meaningful stakeholder engagement across all aspects of the agricultural and food sector, 
prioritising the voices of First Peoples, rights holders and those with lived experience within our food 

system. 
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About the Agroecology & Food Sovereignty Alliance 

The Agroecology & Food Sovereignty Alliance (AFSA) is a farmer- and First-Peoples-led civil 
society organisation working for socially just and ecologically sound food and farming systems. We 
centre the voices of First Peoples, small-scale food producers, and local communities in decision 
making. 

AFSA connects small-scale producers for farmer-to-farmer knowledge sharing, advocates for fair 
access to local markets and infrastructure, and pushes for scale-appropriate regulation at all levels 
of government. 

We are part of a strong global food sovereignty movement through our membership in La Vía 
Campesina, Urgenci, and the IPC for Food Sovereignty, and we support the Australasian delegate 
to the Civil Society and Indigenous Peoples’ Mechanism at the UN. 

Our vision is for agroecology-oriented farms to thrive, producing nutritious food through short, 
fair supply chains that protect human and planetary health. This includes recognising and 
promoting First Peoples’ knowledges and custodianship of Country, and committing to decolonial 
futures for food and agriculture. 

Executive summary 
AFSA thanks the Australian Government for the opportunity to provide this submission to the 
inquiry on Artificial Intelligence and Data Centres. As a farmer- and First Peoples-led organisation, 
AFSA represents over 400 small-scale food producers and allies who are fighting for social and 
ecological justice for people, animals and ecosystems.  
 
Techno‑optimism obscures the reality that technology is not neutral; it is shaped by power and 
reinforces existing inequalities. 

This submission calls for adherence to the precautionary principle, rejecting technologies that put 
“profits before planet and people,” and advocating for technology justice: where control, 
decision‑making, privacy and autonomy remain with First Peoples, smallholders and local 
communities.  

The central question is not whether technology is inherently good or bad. It is who controls it, 
who profits from it, whose knowledge and labour it uses, and what forms of life and production it 
displaces. A just approach to technology must centre people affected by the technology in any 
decision making process, ensuring strong data sovereignty protections and governance 
frameworks that prevent corporate capture. 

 



 
Potential impacts of AI and data centres:  

I.​ Fast-tracked approvals are reckless without adequate oversight 
II.​ Loss of agricultural land and food security 

III.​ Energy demand and electricity prices: AI threatens Australia’s energy transition 
IV.​ Water use, heat and chemical pollution 
V.​ Over-investment in technological optimism and financial fragility risks turning the boom into a bust 

VI.​ Country treated as an empty development zone 
VII.​ Labour treated as an externality 

VIII.​ Communities denied meaningful democratic choice 
IX.​ No serious test of whether the infrastructure is necessary 

Recommendations: 

1.​ Establish a moratorium before further damage is locked in 
2.​ Enforce a farmland protection rule 
3.​ Make corporations pay the full energy cost 
4.​ Prohibit new fossil-fuelled power for data centres 
5.​ Establish binding water and pollution limits 
6.​ Require whole-of-life climate assessments 
7.​ Guarantee Indigenous authority over impacts on Country 
8.​ Give communities the power to refuse harmful projects 
9.​ Reject public subsidies without public control and benefit 
10.​Protect workers and distribute productivity gains 
11.​Support appropriate, decentralised alternatives 
12.​Apply a public-interest and necessity test 

Context 
Technology is evolving rapidly across agriculture, driven by AI, automation, and digital platforms. It 
is increasingly framed as inevitable, neutral, and the primary solution to food system challenges. 
Technology is now cross‑cutting across the entire food system and is being deployed with limited 
public scrutiny, without consulting those who it will impact the most. This techno‑optimism 
obscures the reality that technology is not neutral; it is shaped by power and reinforces existing 
inequalities. 

This submission calls for adherence to the precautionary principle, rejecting technologies that put 
“profits before planet and people,” and advocating for technology justice: where control, 
decision‑making, privacy and autonomy remain with First Peoples, smallholders and local 
communities. 

 



Digital agriculture exemplifies these risks. It is underpinned by “datafication… turning everything 
into data for profit,” enabling agribusiness and tech corporations to consolidate control over seeds, 
inputs, analytics, and markets. Farmers face new lock‑ins through proprietary platforms, coercive 
leasing agreements, and loss of data sovereignty. Precision tools can create “precision traps,” 
making farmers dependent on algorithms, and “precision divides,” privileging industrial 
monocultures over agroecological systems. These dynamics mirror earlier agricultural revolutions 
that shifted power from communities to corporations, embedding “power and control, extraction 
and exploitation, and the theft of individual and cultural knowledge and data.” 

Emerging technologies also rely on extractive supply chains, including critical minerals, 
water‑intensive data centres, and mining on Indigenous land. Recent reporting also highlight the 
impacts data centres are having on Australia’s energy transition, dominating new supply needs and 
extracting huge amounts of water that would otherwise be for agricultural production or to 
support struggling waterways1. Digital systems also risk appropriating Indigenous knowledge and 
digital sequence information, undermining cultural rights and seed sovereignty. 

A just approach to technology must centre people affected by the technology in any decision 
making process, ensuring strong data sovereignty protections and governance frameworks that 
prevent corporate capture. Technology should strengthen food sovereignty, community agency 
and First Peoples self-determination, not reinforce AI “empires” dominance2 that commercialise 
models built on stolen data3, and increasingly generate information based on their own 
machine-produced errors or “AI hallucinations”4. 

Inquiry into Artificial intelligence and data centres 
The Government has asked for stakeholders and the public to comment on the following areas.  

a)​ the effectiveness of existing regulatory frameworks in managing the growth of data 
centres in Australia, including in relation to existing and future deals between the 
Government and global Artificial Intelligence (AI) companies; 

b)​ the potential impacts of AI and data centres on Australian communities, industries and the 
environment, water and energy; and 

c)​ any other related matters. 

 

4 ‘Scary’: how misinformation and AI hallucinations are infiltrating Australia’s parliament | Australian 
politics | The Guardian 

3 The Receipt is the New License: Physical Books Sourcing for AI training 

2 Empire of AI, Dreams and Nightmares in Sam Altman's OpenAI.Published on May 19, 2026 By Karen  
Hao. 

1 Greenpeace Australia report 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2026/sep/01/how-misinformation-ai-hallucinations-infiltrating-australian-parliament
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2026/sep/01/how-misinformation-ai-hallucinations-infiltrating-australian-parliament
https://web.archive.org/web/20260331203139/https://isbndb.com/blog/physical-books-sourcing-ai-training/
https://www.greenpeace.org.au/static/planet4-australiapacific-stateless/2026/05/1032fdf5-data-centres-report-greenpeace.pdf


a)​Effectiveness of existing regulatory frameworks 
Existing regulatory frameworks governing data centre growth in Australia are not fit for purpose when 
assessed against their impact on agricultural land, water and food-producing communities. Planning, energy 
and water regulation remain fragmented across Commonwealth, state and local jurisdictions, with no 
framework requiring that data centre siting decisions be weighed against competing claims on prime 
agricultural land or catchment water supplies. The Commonwealth's Expectations Paper asks operators to 
minimise water use and engage with communities5, but this guidance is non-binding and unenforceable: it 
imposes no obligation to consider food-producing regions ahead of approval. 

This gap is compounded by a lack of public data: no official statistics currently measure data centres' water 
and energy use against agricultural demand in the same catchments (across any state or national 
jurisdiction, as far as has been identified), making it impossible to assess cumulative impact or plan 
responsibly. Rural and regional communities, including farmers, have had little meaningful opportunity to 
participate in decisions about developments that may compete directly with them for water, land and grid 
capacity. 

AFSA submits that any strengthened framework must explicitly recognise food security and agricultural 
resource competition as a relevant consideration, and must be legislated rather than left as voluntary 
expectations. 

b)​AFSA identified potential impacts of AI and data 
centres 

I.​ Fast-tracked approvals and inadequate oversight 

Australia already has more than 160 operational data centres, with approximately 90 additional facilities 
reportedly in the pipeline6. The Federal Government’s promotion of Australia as a leading destination for 
data-centre investment is reckless if not immature. Fast-tracking approvals allow multinational technology 
companies to secure land, energy and public infrastructure before communities can properly examine the 
consequences, turning planning into an investor service7. 

II.​ Loss of agricultural land and food security 

7 Anthony Albanese promises fast-track approvals for datacentres to shore up AI investment | AI 
(artificial intelligence) | The Guardian 

6 Federal Government National AI Plan 

5 Australian Government, Expectations of Data Centres and AI Infrastructure Developers (Commonwealth 
Expectations Paper, March 2026). Accessed: Expectations of data centres and AI infrastructure developers | 
Department of Industry Science and Resources  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2026/jul/14/anthony-albanese-promises-fast-track-approvals-for-datacentres-to-shore-up-ai-investment
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2026/jul/14/anthony-albanese-promises-fast-track-approvals-for-datacentres-to-shore-up-ai-investment
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-12/national-ai-plan.pdf
https://www.industry.gov.au/publications/expectations-data-centres-and-ai-infrastructure-developers
https://www.industry.gov.au/publications/expectations-data-centres-and-ai-infrastructure-developers


Large data centres compete with agriculture, housing and other productive land uses. Converting 
agricultural land for hyperscale facilities is a direct threat to food sovereignty, particularly as Australian 
agriculture is already facing drought, heat, rising input costs, declining farm numbers and an ageing 
workforce. Victoria’s own planning policy recognises that green wedges and agricultural land are critical to 
food production and future resilience, yet proposed developments appear to challenge the policy’s stated 
prohibition on new data centres in Green Wedge, Green Wedge A and Rural Conservation Zones8. 

III.​ Energy demand and electricity prices: AI threatens Australia’s 
energy transition 

AI data centres consume enormous amounts of electricity, continuously and at high intensity. Their 
expansion risks redirecting scarce energy and network capacity away from households, farmers, public 
services and the electrification of transport and heating. Data-centre electricity use could triple by 20309 
and contribute to price increases of up to 26% in New South Wales and 23% in Victoria by 203510. The 
general population is being asked to absorb the costs of new generation, transmission and grid upgrades, 
while the benefits will be reaped by some of the world’s most powerful corporations such as Microsoft, 
Google, Amazon, Meta and OpenAI11. 

The claim that data centres can simply be powered by renewable energy obscures a basic problem: 
renewable generation is limited, and every megawatt directed to a hyperscale facility is unavailable for 
other social and economic needs. Where renewable supply is insufficient, gas turbines and other fossil-fuel 
infrastructure are used to keep facilities operating.12 

This means prolonging our coal and gas dependence, particularly after the Federal Government announced 
that Queensland and Northern Territory will be allowed to use fossil fuels to power data centres, this is 
inevitably going to increase emissions and delay the energy transition13. As Greenpeace 's latest report 
warns, unchecked data-centre growth will derail Australia’s efforts to decarbonise its electricity system.  

IV.​ Water use, heat and chemical pollution 

Data centres are not weightless digital clouds. They are industrial facilities that require large quantities of 
water, energy, land and cooling infrastructure. In a drying and warming continent such as Australia, their 
water consumption competes with communities, ecosystems and agriculture. 

The risks include excessive water extraction, waste heat, chemical contamination and localised 
environmental degradation14. PFAS and other hazardous substances associated with cooling systems and 

14 Data Centers and Water Consumption | Article | EESI 
13 Queensland allowed to use coal, gas for data centres despite renewable push - ABC News 

12 Clouded future: managing the risks of the data centre boom (Climate Council, June 2026, link) 
11 Report warns AI data centre boom threatens Australia's energy transition - ABC News 
10 Greenpeace Australia report 
9 Energy supply for AI – Energy and AI – Analysis - IEA 
8 Victorian Government Action Plan 

 

https://www.greenpeace.org.au/static/planet4-australiapacific-stateless/2026/05/1032fdf5-data-centres-report-greenpeace.pdf
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/data-centers-and-water-consumption
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-08-26/gun-licences-restricted-to-citizens-data-centre-carve-out/107079926
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/CC-Report-Data-Centres.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-05-27/ai-data-centres-pressuring-energy-transition-greenpeace-says/106722390
https://www.greenpeace.org.au/static/planet4-australiapacific-stateless/2026/05/1032fdf5-data-centres-report-greenpeace.pdf
https://www.iea.org/reports/energy-and-ai/energy-supply-for-ai
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/699212/Planning-for-Melbournes-Green-Wedges-and-Agricultural-Land-Action-Plan_20240308.pdf


electronic equipment could threaten soils and waterways, undermining the very food systems that 
governments claim to support. These impacts could affect soil, water quality, public health and the capacity 
to produce safe and ecologically sound food15.  

V.​ Over-investment in technological optimism and financial 
fragility risks turning the boom into a bust 

Data-centre expansion is being justified through a familiar techno-optimist narrative: that more 
technology will automatically make Australia more competitive, productive and resilient. This 
narrative avoids the material reality of mining, construction, land clearing, electricity consumption, 
water use, pollution and waste. 

Efficiency improvements do not make unlimited growth sustainable. In a climate-stressed country, 
the relevant question is not whether data centres can be made marginally more efficient, but 
whether each proposed facility is compatible with ecological limits and the needs of future 
generations. 

This data-centre boom is being driven by a small group of highly concentrated technology 
companies whose business models depend on controlling data, infrastructure, computing power 
and markets. Government support is allowing these corporations to privatise the benefits while 
socialising the costs.  

Communities may lose farmland, water, affordable energy and democratic control, while 
corporations gain access to public infrastructure and favourable planning conditions. The Bank for 
International Settlements, the bank of Central Banks, has even questioned the sustainability of 
AI-related investment and has warned of a significant bust and potential labour-market disruption 
as stated in The AI investment race report16: 

“The over-investment leaves the sector exposed to revenue disappointment that could turn 
boom into bust. The larger the boom, the deeper the eventual bust. The race to commit 
early through debt and circular financing also makes a bust more likely.” 

“The race to invest early increases the chance of the boom turning into bust, while the 
contest externalities set how painful the bust would be. The competitive drive that 
over-builds the boom is the same force that shapes its fragility. Contest is not merely 
wasteful in the static sense, as in the classic business-stealing externality. It is a source of 
endogenous financial fragility with dynamic consequences. The wedge between private 
and social returns that leads firms to over-invest is the wedge that leaves the system 
exposed.” 

16The AI investment race, Bank for International Settlements, July 2026 

15 Advocates raise alarm over Pfas pollution from datacenters amid AI boom 

 

https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/data-centers-and-water-consumption
https://www.bis.org/publications/working-paper-1367-ai-investment-race.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/oct/04/pfas-pollution-data-centers-ai


And in the BIS 2026 Annual Economic Report:  

“Easy financial conditions could tighten and become a potent amplifier in adverse 
scenarios where interest rates rise and AI payoffs disappoint. Compressed risk premia and 
stretched valuations highlight the scope for unwinding. Increasingly opaque financing of AI 
activities, high leverage in core markets and the growing footprint of private credit further 
undermine the resilience of financial markets. The current tension between exuberant risk 
appetite and elevated macroeconomic risks could unwind abruptly.”17 

VI.​ Country treated as an empty development zone 

Country is not vacant land waiting to be monetised. It is a living system that sustains culture, 
biodiversity, health, food systems and obligations between generations. Data-centre development 
can disrupt cultural heritage, water systems, ecological relationships and Indigenous food 
sovereignty. 

Traditional Owners must not be reduced to stakeholders consulted after a project has been 
designed. Development without Free, Prior and Informed Consent risks reproducing the same 
extractive logic that has historically treated Indigenous lands and resources as available for outside 
use18. 

VII.​ Labour treated as an externality 

AI is promoted as a source of productivity, but its supply chains rely on extensive and often 
invisible labour, including data labelling, content moderation, construction, maintenance and 
resource extraction. Many workers experience insecurity, surveillance and weak bargaining power, 
while automation may threaten jobs in other sectors. 

An economic strategy that counts corporate investment but ignores labour insecurity and 
displacement is not a resilience strategy. It is a transfer of risk from corporations to workers and 
communities. 

VIII.​ Communities denied meaningful democratic choice 

Residents are often confronted with data-centre proposals after developers, investors and 
governments have already established the project’s supposed inevitability. Consultation then 
becomes a process for managing opposition rather than a genuine opportunity to decide whether 
the development should proceed. 

18 What is UNDRIP? — ANTAR 

17 From resilience to robustness? BIS Annual Economic Report, 2026 

 

https://antar.org.au/issues/undrip/what-is-undrip/
https://www.bis.org/publications/aer-2026-0


The concerns raised by communities such as Miners Rest demonstrate the need for earlier 
disclosure, independent assessment and real decision-making power19. 

IX.​ No serious test of whether the infrastructure is necessary 

Governments are asking how quickly Australia can attract data centres, rather than whether 
particular facilities are socially necessary. There is insufficient scrutiny of who benefits, who pays, 
what land uses are displaced, what public services are placed under pressure and whether smaller, 
distributed or publicly governed alternatives could meet the same objectives. 

The central question is not whether technology is inherently good or bad. It is who controls it, 
who profits from it, whose knowledge and labour it uses, and what forms of life and production it 
displaces.20 

Recommendations 

1.​Establish a moratorium before further damage is locked in 

The Australian Government should impose a moratorium on new hyperscale and AI-focused 
data-centre approvals until enforceable national standards are in place. It is irresponsible to 
accelerate development first and investigate its consequences later. This is already occurring 
across a range of other jurisdictions worldwide21, with food systems actors, including the Civil 
Society and Indigenous Peoples Mechanism22, also calling for a moratorium on new data centre 
construction at the recent High Level Forum on AI hosted by the Committee on World Food 
Security23. 

2.​Enforce a farmland protection rule 

Data centres should be excluded from high-value agricultural land, food bowls, water-security 
areas, green wedges and rural conservation zones. Victoria should apply Action 15 of its Green 
Wedges and Agricultural Land Action Plan consistently, including to proposed developments in 
Melbourne’s west24. 

24Green Wedges and Agricultural Land Action Plan 

23 High-Level Forum on Harnessing Artificial Intelligence, Digitalization and Data Governance for Food 
Security and Nutrition 

22 CFS High-Level Forum on Artificial Intelligence, Digitalization and Data Governance - CSIPM 
21 500+ Groups from 47 States Call for Nationwide AI Data Center Moratorium | Food & Water Watch  
20 MEDIA RELEASE: AFSA Urges An End To Fast-tracking Data Centre Approvals 
19 Miners Rest residents demand consultation over data centre plans | The Courier | Ballarat, VIC 

 

https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/699212/Planning-for-Melbournes-Green-Wedges-and-Agricultural-Land-Action-Plan_20240308.pdf
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/699212/Planning-for-Melbournes-Green-Wedges-and-Agricultural-Land-Action-Plan_20240308.pdf
https://www.fao.org/cfs/newsroom/news-and-articles/detail/high-level-forum-on-harnessing-artificial-intelligence--digitalization-and-data-governance-for-food-security-and-nutrition/en
https://www.fao.org/cfs/newsroom/news-and-articles/detail/high-level-forum-on-harnessing-artificial-intelligence--digitalization-and-data-governance-for-food-security-and-nutrition/en
https://www.csm4cfs.org/cfs-high-level-forum-on-artificial-intelligence-digitalization-and-data-governance/
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/2026/06/11/500-groups-from-47-states-call-for-nationwide-ai-data-center-moratorium/
https://afsa.org.au/media-release-afsa-urges-an-end-to-fast-tracking-data-centre-approvals/
https://www.thecourier.com.au/story/9310877/miners-rest-residents-demand-consultation-over-data-centre-plans/


3.​Make corporations pay the full energy cost 

Data-centre developers should fund all grid connections, network upgrades, new generation, 
storage and system-stability measures required by their facilities. They must not receive subsidised 
access to energy while households, farmers and other industries face higher prices or constrained 
supply. As Australian households live through an extended cost of living crisis, the social license of 
data centres, which will drive up costs of electricity25, is another example of corporate entities 
taking advantage of public funds at the expense of everyday Australians.  

4.​Prohibit new fossil-fuelled power for data centres 

No project should be approved if it relies on new gas or coal generation. Developers must 
demonstrate genuinely additional renewable energy and storage, not merely purchase certificates 
or consume renewable power that would otherwise support the wider energy transition. 

5.​Establish binding water and pollution limits 

Approvals must include enforceable caps on water use, particularly during drought, and require 
recycled or non-potable water wherever feasible. Independent monitoring must cover water 
withdrawals, wastewater, PFAS, other hazardous substances and waste heat, with bonds held for 
remediation and decommissioning. 

6.​Require whole-of-life climate assessments 

Environmental assessments must cover the full lifecycle of AI infrastructure: mining, hardware 
manufacture, construction, electricity, cooling, emissions, land clearing, biodiversity, waste and 
decommissioning. Projects that exceed ecological or emissions limits should be rejected, 
regardless of their investment claims. 

7.​Guarantee Indigenous authority over impacts on Country 

No data-centre project affecting Country should proceed without Free, Prior and Informed 
Consent from affected Traditional Owners. This must involve genuine decision-making authority, 
adequate resources for independent advice, protection of cultural knowledge and recognition of 
Indigenous food systems and responsibilities to future generations26. 

26[Issue Brief] AI Governance from the South: Redlines to Baselines | IT for Change and From 
Risks to Production: Rethinking AI Governance from the South 

25Pay to play: Aussies tell data centres to fund their own clean energy - Climate Council 

 

https://itforchange.net/issue-brief-ai-governance-from-south-redlines-to-baselines/
https://planetaryai.net/from-risks-to-production-rethinking-ai-governance-from-the-south/
https://planetaryai.net/from-risks-to-production-rethinking-ai-governance-from-the-south/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/pay-to-play-aussies-tell-data-centres-to-fund-their-own-clean-energy/


8.​Give communities the power to refuse harmful projects 

Consultation must occur before site selection and investment commitments, not after projects are 
treated as inevitable. Communities should receive full information, independent expert assistance, 
public hearings and accessible rights to object, appeal and seek review. 

9.​Reject public subsidies without public control and benefit 

Government support should be conditional on public ownership or control of essential 
infrastructure where appropriate, transparent economic modelling, local employment, local 
procurement, fair taxation and enforceable community-benefit agreements. Public resources 
should not be used to strengthen corporate monopolies without a clear and durable public return. 

10.​ Protect workers and distribute productivity gains 

Data-centre and AI supply chains should meet enforceable labour standards, including secure 
work, fair wages, collective bargaining, worker consultation and limits on surveillance. Any 
productivity gains should be shared with workers and communities rather than used solely to 
reduce labour costs or increase corporate returns27. 

11.​ Support appropriate, decentralised alternatives 

Public investment should prioritise smaller, distributed, energy-efficient, cooperative and 
community-controlled digital infrastructure. Hyperscale development should not be treated as the 
default solution when lower-impact alternatives could meet public or regional needs. 

12.​ Apply a public-interest and necessity test 

Before approval, every proposal should answer: 

●​ Who decided the facility was needed? 
●​ What public purpose does it serve? 
●​ Who owns and controls it?28 
●​ Who profits from it? 
●​ What land, water, energy and livelihoods will it displace? 
●​ Who bears the environmental and economic costs? 

28 Governing AI for the Cultural Commons: Beyond Intellectual Property | IT for Change 

27[Event Report] Cultural Rights, Innovation, and Development in the AI moment: Towards a public domain 
framing | IT for Change 

 

https://itforchange.net/governing-ai-for-the-cultural-commons-beyond-intellectual-property/
https://itforchange.net/event-report-cultural-rights-innovation-and-development-ai-moment-towards-a-public-domain-framing/
https://itforchange.net/event-report-cultural-rights-innovation-and-development-ai-moment-towards-a-public-domain-framing/


●​ Could the same purpose be met with less infrastructure and less harm?29 

Australia should not become a data-centre hub simply because governments and corporations 
have decided that it should. Development should proceed only where it strengthens public 
resilience, protects Country and food systems, respects ecological limits and delivers benefits that 
are broadly shared. 
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