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12055 Government Center Parkway, Suite 518
Fairfax, Virginia 22035

703.324.1770

Jeffrey McKay, Chairman

James Walkinshaw, Chairman Environmental Committee
Fairfax County Board of Supervisors

12000 Government Center Parkway

Fairfax, Virginia 22035

Sent by email to clerktothebos@fairfaxcounty.gov

June 13, 2024
Re: Comments on Zoning Ordinance Amendment April 23, 2024 — Data Centers
Dear Members of the Board of Supervisors:

Last fall, Fairfax County staff invited the Tree Commission to comment on a May 9, 2023 Board
Matter on environmental concerns around data centers in Fairfax County. In response to this
invitation, Commission members submitted comments to staff on October 6, 2023. At that time
the Tree Commission agreed that measures must be taken to ensure that the rapidly growing
industry does not harm Fairfax County’s urban forest or limit the County’s ability to use trees to
mitigate climate change and environmental impacts in those projects.

On January 9, 2024, County staff released its study, Data Centers, Report and Recommendations,
which contains a series of recommendations on data center Land Use and Site Design, Energy
Demand, Water Quality, Air Quality, Noise, and Building Design. On March 19, 2024, the Board
of Supervisors directed staff to prepare a Zoning Ordinance Amendment to strengthen the
current provisions for data centers. Staff released their Zoning Ordinance Amendment — Data
Centers report on April 23, 2024, summarizing options for addressing data center growth.

While Fairfax County has policies in place to protect the environmental impacts of proposed
developments, including tree canopy, water quality, and air quality, data centers often place a
far greater stress on these environment factors than other commercial or residential uses due
to their size and use. Because data centers come with unwanted and harmful environmental
impacts that affect trees, the Tree Commission recommends that the Board of Supervisors (BOS)
expeditiously take action to evaluate and address the significant environmental consequences
data centers introduce. Specifically, loss of forest cover can limit the County’s ability to mitigate
climate change using trees to sequester carbon. It is critical that the County maintain flexibility
in its approval approach for data centers so that adjustments may be made when needed and
opportunities may be found to use trees judiciously to mitigate climate and environmental
concerns.
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The Tree Commission recommended to staff and continues to recommend that the BOS
eliminate by-right zoning for all data centers for maximum flexibility to identify and address
environmental and climate impacts. A requirement that all data center projects be subject to a
Special Exception review and approval process would ensure that the public has an opportunity
to be informed about the environmental and climate impacts of proposed data centers and how
adverse impacts can be mitigated. It would ensure that the County has the tools and
opportunity to address these impacts at an early stage, and to establish needed monitoring and
reporting practices. Going through the Special Exception review and approval process may
extend the approval timeframe, but it would avoid potentially irreversible damage.

In our October 6, 2023 letter to staff, the Tree Commission recommended that the BOS
implement a plan to mitigate the cumulative environmental impacts, including tree canopy loss,
of data center developments. In light of the speed with which zoning amendments are now
being considered, the Tree Commission recommends that, as an initial step to the development
of such a plan, the County immediately strengthen its environmental guidelines for data centers
going through the Special Exception process, and that in advance of the Plan Forward initiative,
it quickly develops and approves a new addendum to the Comprehensive Plan specifically for
data centers that would include requirements that require these projects to:

e Install a tree canopy exceeding the 10% currently required in industrial zones to increase
tree mitigation of environmental and climate effects;

¢ Install native tree and plant screening buffers larger than required for other industrial uses
to help buffer visual impacts, as well as mitigate air, water and noise pollution;

e Address the stormwater and water quality impacts by minimizing impervious surfaces,
monitoring water discharge, and retaining stormwater and water discharge runoff on site
by low-impact natural landscaping methods that include planting more native trees, rain
gardens, bioretention systems, and conservation to the maximum extent possible;

e Establish setbacks greater than the proposed 200 feet (e.g., one half mile) for residences,
parks, natural areas, and schools so that the above recommendations may be implemented;

e Adopt sustainable design features that minimize adverse impact to the environment,
including the use of renewable energy sources (such as solar panels) and tree preservation,
to the greatest extent possible;

e Monitor the surrounding urban forest when new substations and transmission lines are
needed for a particular data project, since the current Tree Conservation code does not
cover utility build out.

e Submit an environmental impact statement detailing the potential environmental
consequences of the proposal including a review of the potential tree canopy loss, and how
these effects will be mitigated; and



e Create an inventory of the existing plant/tree and aquatic ecosystem inventory by a
qualified ecologist prior to construction, particularly if the project is adjacent to or located
within a Resource Protection Area (RPA). This is essential to establish and monitor any
habitat restoration.

In summary, the Tree Commission recognizes that there are economic benefits to having data
centers, and hopes that they will not have a negative effect on the County’s trees, which are
critical to our ecosystem, natural resources, and the health and wellbeing of our residents, as
well as a significant part of County efforts to help mitigate the impact of climate change. Thank
you for all of your work on this important issue.

Sincerely,

Please email TreeCommission@fairfaxcounty.gov for official signed version of letter

Cindy Speas, Chair
Fairfax County Tree Commission

cc: Office of the Fairfax County Executive
Fairfax County Planning Commission
Tracy Strunk, Director, Department of Planning and Development
John Morrill, Acting Director, Office of Energy and Environmental Coordinator
Chris Herrington, Director, Department of Public Works and Environmental Services
Brian Keightley, Director, Urban Forest Management Division
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