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Idle industrial 31tes draw interest from data centers

BY LIAM NIEMEYER
KENTUCKY LANTERN

Paducah Mayor
George Bray calls the
former Paducah Gaseous
Diffusion Plant in
McCracken County the
ideal site for a hyperscale
data center.

When the plant was
enriching uranium, ini-
tially for the nation’s
stockpile of nuclear
weapons and then for
nuclear power plant fuel,
it had the ability to use
over 3 gigawatts of power
and used 26 million gal-
lons of water a day.

“When we enriched
uranium there, all the
infrastructure around that
power is still available,”
Bray said. “Plus, we've
got you know tremen-
dous water capacity out
there.”

The plant closed in
2013 under the control of
the federal government,
and local elected leaders
debated for years what
could become of the
infrastructure there, an
active Superfund site
needing remediation for
the legacy of hazardous
and radioactive waste
released into the envi-
ronment.

The U.S. Department
of Energy provided an
answer late last month,
planning to transform a
portion of the site into a
hyperscale data center
and nearby natural gas-
fired power plants to “the
Al race.”

The 1.8 gigawatt data
center, one of the largest
so far planned in Ken-
tucky, is a part of a larger
strategy by the Trump
administration to turn
former Cold War-era fed-
eral sites into hubs for
data centers and energy
production.

That electrical infras-
tructure — high-voltage
transmission lines, subs-
tations, transformers —
that allows a hyperscale
data center to access
massive amounts of elec-
tricity is something that’s
in high demand and in
short supply across the
country as technology
companies spend billions
of dollars on data center

construction.

And these data center
developers are increas-
ingly looking to Ken-
tucky’s idled industrial
sites — former coal
mines, a former alu-
minum smelter, a former
steel mill, industrial
parks — to find it.

While local economic
development directors
see an opportunity for
new life at languishing
industrial sites, one envi-
ronmental attorney warns
there could be a cost for
ratepayers down the line.

Along the Ohio River,
the Century Aluminum
smelter in Hancock
County had shuttered its
operations after more
than 50 years of operation
in 2022, citing unsustain-
ably high electricity
prices.

It laid off more than
600 employees in the
county of about 9,000
people. The infrastructure
where 482 megawatts of
electricity flowed through
transmission lines to craft
military-grade aluminum
products remained on
site.

Mike Baker, director of
the Hancock County
Industrial Foundation,
said the loss of those
smelter jobs and tax rev-
enue meant the loss of
personal livelihoods and
money for local schools
and government. He had
been in talks with Cen-
tury Aluminum, which
owned the site, to try to
find a new use for it.

“Manufacturing is what
we were hoping for,”
Baker said. “Had nothing
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Data centers like the one proposed for the former
Paducah Gaseous Diffusion Plant in McCracken
County are attracted by the existing power supply
network.

to do with data centers at
the time in 2022. I don’t
think anybody even knew
what a data center was.”

Investor-owned
TeraWulf bought the site
from Century Aluminum
earlier this year, planning
to use that power capacity
to turn it into a 482-
megawatt hyperscale data
center. The company is
leasing the data center to
artificial intelligence
company Anthropic.

“It was a former indus-
trial site that had the
power,” Baker said.
“That’s the number one
draw for a data center is,
‘Is their power available?’
And that makes that
location much more
attractive.”

There are a number of
other idled industrial sites
across the state that have
been eyed by hyperscale
data centers looking for
places to hook up.

The hyperscale data
center developer based in
Spain is looking at the
former AK Steel mill in
Boyd and Greenup coun-
ties to build a 2-gigawatt
data center campus.

Before the Bell County
Fiscal Court passed a
temporary ban on data
center construction, a
developer was looking to
use more than 300
megawatts of leftover
electrical transmission
infrastructure from inac-
tive coal mines to power a
data center.

TeraWulf also is plann-
ing on taking over an
Eastern Kentucky indus-
trial park — the same
park where the state tried

and failed to locate an
aluminum mill — for
another hyperscale data
center.

The city of Pikeville is
also in negotiations to put
a smaller data center in a
local industrial park that
has existing electrical
infrastructure.

Baker said the jobs
created by TeraWulf at
the former aluminum
smelter site — about 200
permanent jobs — won'’t
make up for the lost
smelter employment.

But he believes the
site, and industrial sites
similar to it, are a much
better fit for a large data
center. He said that’s
compared to a situation
where a data center uses
hundreds of acres of
prime farmland or locates
next to a subdivision. He
called that a situation
“that could generate the
kind of emotion and con-
cern that communities
have” with data centers.

“The tax revenue can
be significant,” Baker
said. “That can be a wor-
thy use of that property.”

In Mason County, the
local planning and zoning
committee approved the
rezoning of more than
2,000 acres of rural, agri-
cultural land to industrial
use for a planned hyper-
scale data center by an
undisclosed technology
company. Local pushback
against the project over
land use and environ-
mental impacts has been
ongoing since last year.

Late last month, resi-
dents in Hancock County
voiced strong concerns
about the project to the
state utility regulator
Kentucky Public Service
Commission in a local
public hearing. They
expressed concerns over
the data center’s water
usage, what it could mean
for their electricity bills
and the impacts of
backup electricity gener-
ators installed at the
industrial site.

The PSC is considering
whether to approve a
special contract for power
between TeraWulf and
electric utility Big Rivers
Electric Corporation.

Byron Gary, an attor-

ney for the environmental
legal group Kentucky
Resources Council, said
putting data centers on
former industrial sites
“certainly makes sense”
from a developer’s per-
spective given much of
the transmission infras-
tructure is already there.
He said developers might
also avoid local pushback
on projects if it’s already
been an industrial site in
the past.

But he worries about
potential longer-term
costs for Kentucky
ratepayers, assuming all
the proposed massive
data centers come to
fruition.

In the case of the Han-
cock County data center,
he said, the TeraWulf
data center also has a
tentative agreement with
Big Rivers Electric Cor-
poration to get its power
from the wholesale elec-
tricity market through the
regional energy grid
operator MISO, given
that the electric utility
doesn’t have close to
enough power on its own
to power multiple data
center projects.

He said as more
demand for electricity
comes onto regional
energy grids that are a
part of Kentucky — such
as MISO and PJM —
more transmission
upgrades to the overall
grid are needed.

Even though a com-
pany like TeraWulf may
pay for its own electrical
infrastructure upgrades at
an industrial site, he said
the larger upgrades to the
overall grid are paid for
by all ratepayers.

“If those transmission
upgrades are not directly
allocated to an individual
data center or a set of
individual data centers,
they end up being social-
ized across all ratepay-
ers,” Gary said.

Utility Dive reported
last month that data cen-
ters were responsible for
$6.3 billion in electricity
capacity charges during
energy auctions held by
the PJM grid operator,
meaning ratepayers are
paying for higher energy
costs and transmission

costs because of data
centers.

The costs of natural
gas-fired turbines —
which Kentucky utilities
are seeking — also has
spiked because of
demand from data cen-
ters who want to use
them for on-demand
power.

“Those costs, whether
they are to serve data
centers or not, still impact
all of us,” Gary said. “The
cost of new generation,
transmission, and all of
that are things that would
have been needed in
some cases anyway.
We're just going to pay a
lot more for them.”

Colby Kirk, president
and CEO of One East
Kentucky, who works
with several coalfield
counties, said it’s hard to
discern “what’s real and
what’s speculative” with
data center inquiries but
they persist.

He gets inquiries ask-
ing for sites with millions
of gallons of water a day
or 1,000 acres of land,
something that “just
doesn’t exist” in his part
of Kentucky. Even
though he would prefer
to land a manufacturing
outfit, he does see some
potential for tax revenue
from data centers.

He pointed to an effort
to build a 100-megawatt
natural gas-fired power
plant at a Letcher County
industrial park for a
potential data center, a
park that’s “been sitting
there for 20, 25 years.”

But he also doesn’t
know what the future of
data centers in Kentucky
will hold. He’s seen waves
of interest from solar
developers looking at
Eastern Kentucky. Then
cryptocurrency miners
came looking at the area.
Now, it’s data centers.

He said he’s not an
economist, but he’s read
news of a “potential Al
bubble.”

“Who knows what this
landscape will look like
two years from now?” he
said.

Helicopter used to rescue teen who fell over waterfall

BY KARLA WARD
TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE

A hiker who fell over a
waterfall and landed on a
submerged rock was rescued
by a “precision nighttime
helicopter hoist” involving
multiple agencies Friday night
in a remote area near Laurel
River Dam, Kentucky State
Police said.

The 18-year-old was injured
when he and some friends

"hiked down a trail to a
waterfall that empties into a
small pool below,” state police
said in a news release. “As the
group attempted to cross
above the waterfall, one of the
hikers lost his footing and fell
over the falls into the water.”
He landed on a submerged
rock and was not able to climb
out because of injuries to his
knee and ankle, police said.
Whitley County dispatchers
were able to pinpoint his
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location quickly using the 911
caller’s latitude and longitude,
state police said.

Kentucky State Police’s
Aircraft Support Branch was
called to help at 7:45 p.m.
Working with the Kentucky
Urban Search and Rescue
Task Force 1, the rescuers
were able to execute the

nighttime hoist.
State police said a George-
town-Scott County EMS

paramedic with special train-

ing in helicopter aquatic hoist
rescues “accompanied the
flight crew to provide
advanced medical care during
the operation.”

Before the helicopter was
called, state police said the
Corbin Fire Department’s
high angle rope rescue team
had begun setting up a rope
rescue system, while the
Woodbine Search and Rescue
Squad “launched an inflatable
Zodiac rescue boat below the
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Laurel River Dam power plant
to reach the patient by water.”
But low water levels made a
boat rescue impossible, state
police said.

After the rescue, the teen
was taken by helicopter to
Williamsburg-Whitley
County Airport and then
transferred to Whitley County
EMS to be evaluated and
taken to a hospital, state
police said.
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