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Introduction 

It has been less than four years since OpenAI introduced ChatGPT on November 30, 2022, launching the 
current AI era. Since that launch, monthly spending on data centers has increased from less than $1 
billion per month in November 2022 to $5.4 billion per month reported in August 2026 (Our World in Data, 
2026). Public opposition to data centers in polling has also been growing (Kennedy, 2026;  Neuman, 
2026; Howard, 2026; Meyer, August 19, 2026). That opposition, in turn, raises questions about the 
potential impact on American politics and the political parties, especially as Americans head to the polls 
for the midterm elections this November 3rd (Kochi, 2026; Bolton, 2026; Goodman, Elliott, & Plumer, 
2026; Javaid, 2026; Capoot and Downs, 2026; Goldmacher, 2026). Surveys conducted by the Annenberg 
Public Policy Center (2026) and the University of Massachusetts Amherst Poll (2026) have found that 
majorities of Democrats, Republicans, and Independents opposed the construction of new data centers in 
their communities. As the build-out of the AI infrastructure continues, more questions will be raised about 
how public opinion will perceive the opportunities and challenges associated these developments.  

In previous farmdoc daily articles (White et al. 2026a; White et al. 2026b), we analyzed survey responses 
across different community types (e.g., urban, suburban, rural). Those findings suggested that Americans 
were generally more skeptical of these developments than optimistic about their potential benefits. With 
an eye towards the rapidly approaching 2026 midterm elections, this article further reviews these survey 
results from the Gardner Food and Agricultural Policy Survey (GFAPS) but through the lens of political 
affiliation. Specifically, we examine how perceptions of the benefits and challenges associated with AI 
and data center development vary among self-identified Democrats, Republicans, and 
Independents/Others. Doing so provides insight into the extent to which attitudes toward these emerging 
technologies and their supporting infrastructure differ across political groups.  
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About the Data 

Similar to our September Farmdoc Daily article (White et al., 2026), this article draws on survey data from 
two waves—Wave 16 (February 2026) and Wave 18 (August 2026)—of the quarterly Gardner Food and 
Agricultural Policy Survey (GFAPS). For every wave of this survey, Qualtrics recruits a sample of 1,000 
U.S. adults to complete the online survey. Qualtrics uses quotas designed to closely reflect the national 
population by region, income, age, and gender. To explore the political issues with data centers, and by 
extension Artificial Intelligence (AI), we review results across respondents’ stated political party affiliation. 
In Wave 16, 34% identified as Republicans, 34% identified as Democrats, and 32% identified as 
Independent/Others. In Wave 18, 34% identified as Republicans, 37% identified as Democrats, and 29% 
identified as Independent/Others.  

In this article, we focus on responses to two sets of questions. In both Wave 16 and Wave 18, 
participants were asked: “On a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 = not at all worried and 7 = extremely worried, 
how worried are you that Artificial Intelligence (sometimes called AI) will result in the following outcomes?” 
Respondents evaluated three potential consequences: (1) agricultural land being converted to data center 
use, (2) overuse of water resources, and (3) increased electricity costs resulting from new data centers.  

Wave 18 included an additional question about the potential benefits associated with data center 
development. To this end, respondents were asked: “On a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 = not at all 
optimistic and 7 = extremely optimistic, how optimistic are you that if a new data center were built in your 
area, it would result in the following outcomes?” These participants were specifically asked to rate four 
possible benefits: (1) increased local tax revenue (such as property tax revenue), (2) jobs created by the 
data center, (3) expanded business opportunities for local firms and suppliers, and (4) infrastructure 
improvements, including roads, utilities, and broadband access. For both questions, the order of items 
was randomized to prevent order bias.  

The potential impacts of AI/Data Centers raise concerns across the political spectrum. 

Regardless of political affiliation, most survey respondents expressed concern about the potential impacts 
of AI and data center development.  
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Figure 1 illustrates the level of concern reported by self-identified Republicans, Democrats, and 
Independents/Others about several potential consequences of AI and data center expansion. Democrats 
reported the highest levels of concern. The average concern rating for Democrats exceeded 5.5 (out of 7) 
for the impact of AI and data center development on agricultural land use, water consumption, and 
electricity costs. Republicans and Independents/Others expressed similar concern levels about water 
usage and electricity costs, while Republicans were slightly more concerned than Independents/Others 
about the use of agricultural land for data center development. 

Between February and August 2026, concern levels increased across the board. Republican concerns 
about land and water usage increased from 4.5 to 5.2. Both Democrats and Republicans become more 
concerned about the use of agricultural land for data centers, with their relative level of worry increasing 
+0.7 and +0.8, respectively. These growing levels of concern have coincided with a period in which data
center developers are increasingly seeking available sites, often in more rural areas. For instance, the
Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas (2026) reported that in West Texas agricultural production is slowing
down because significant acreage is being converted for data centers and alternative energy. Similarly,
approximately one quarter of farm managers responding to the Illinois Society of Professional Farm
Managers and Rural Appraisers (ISPFMRA) survey, indicated that they had been approached by data
center developers in the first half of 2026 (Tsay, et al., 2026).

Intensifying concerns represent another bi-partisan trend. 

Although Democrats continued to express the highest overall levels of concern, the intensity of those 
concerns increased across the political spectrum during the first half of 2026.  
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Figures 2A, 2B, and 2C show the share of respondents—by political party—who reported being "very 
worried" (defined as selecting a 6 or 7 on the 1-to-7 concern scale) about rising electricity costs, the 
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Figures 2A, 2B, and 2C show the share of respondents-by political party-who reported being "very 
worried" (defined as selecting a 6 or 7 on the 1-to-7 concern scale) about rising electricity costs, the 
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overuse of water, and the conversion of agricultural land to data center use, respectively. The intensity of 
these concerns increased between February and August 2026 among Democrats, Republicans, and 
Independents/Others. In February 2026, concern about rising electricity costs among Democrats was the 
only instance where more than half of respondents reported being very worried. However, by August 
2026 the share of respondents who were very worried had approached or exceeded 50% across all 
issues and political groups. 
 
These figures also show that Democrats continued to report the highest levels of concern in August 2026, 
with more than 60% indicating they were very worried about the effects of AI and data center 
development on electricity costs, water use, and the conversion of agricultural land. Among Republicans 
and Independents/Others, the share reporting they were very worried about the impacts of electricity 
costs was almost 57%, while the shares concern about the development of agricultural land and the 
overuse of water clustered around 50%. Concern about the conversion of agricultural land increased the 
most between February and August, rising by 20.0 percentage points among Democrats, 17.3 
percentage points among Republicans, and 15.4 percentage points among Independents/Others. Taken 
together, these results suggest that growing concern about AI and data center development is not 
confined to a single political party but instead represents a broader bipartisan trend. 
 
Republicans are the most optimistic about the benefits, Independents/Others the least optimistic. 

Proponents of data center development often cite benefits such as increased local tax revenues, job 
creation, greater local business opportunities, and infrastructure improvements (Boyce and Whitacre, 
2026; Poole, 2026), but our earlier findings (White et al., 2026) showed that public perceptions about 
these benefits remained tepid.  

 

Nevertheless, Figure 3 shows that political persuasion does influence perceptions of the local benefits. 
For each of the identified potential benefits, Republicans were more likely to be ‘Very Optimistic’ (defined 
as selecting a 6 or 7 on the 1-to-7 optimism scale) than either Democrats or Independents/Others. Among 
these benefits, they were most optimistic about the potential for increased local tax revenues. By contrast, 
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Independents/Others were much more skeptical than the other groups. Only 20% of Independents/Others 
were very optimistic of these benefits, a figure notably lower than Republicans or Democrats.  

Debates over AI and Data Centers will continue, but likely evolve, over time. 

Given the scale of current and planned investments in AI infrastructure, public concern about data center 
development may persist beyond the 2026 election cycle. Over the course of this year, the GFAPS 
results highlight that concern about electricity costs, water use, and the conversion of agricultural land is 
shared across the political spectrum. While Republicans tend to be somewhat more optimistic about the 
potential benefits of data center development, that optimism does not fully offset broader concerns about 
its impacts. These findings are broadly consistent with other national surveys and polling that document 
increasing skepticism toward data center development and growing opposition to new facilities in local 
communities. As a result, AI and the infrastructure that supports it will likely remain important topics in 
public debate and policymaking long after the midterm elections. The Gardner Food and Agricultural 
Policy Survey will continue monitoring public attitudes toward AI and data center development, including 
in the post-election period. 
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