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n her recent book, Empire of AI (2025), the award-
winning tech-journalist Karen Hao chronicles how
Open Al is reshaping our world and compares the Al

industry to past colonial plunder -- different in form, but
same in essence: technological development by way of
seizure and extraction of resources, reaping profit for the
few while others pay the price. I came across this book
just weeks before I was to start up the new semester
teaching “Seminar in Rural Health” at Appalachian State
University in Boone, NC. Given the time in which
universities are investing in exploring Al’s use on campus,
it felt pertinent to connect Hao's analysis to the increased
emergence of data AI centers in rural regions of the U.S.

It is not uncommon these days on the university level
to find a plethora of AI workshops or webinars to attend -
- how to and if we integrate AI into courses, how to use
and adapt to AI, examples of Al policies for the classroom,
how to spot Al in student work, and what the ethical issues
are surrounding Al. There are, however, fewer sessions (if
any) about the public health toll on population health,
whether by toxic air contaminants Al data centers emit or
these centers’ massive water needs that contribute to the
increased scarcity of clean water for surrounding
communities.

I examined different syllabus policies regarding Al and
decided to have a completely restrictive ban. Part of my
policy reads:

There are ongoing ethical issues with AI such as data
privacy, surveillance, bias, inaccuracy, intellectual
property violations, and adverse environmental and health
impacts; as a public health professor this is a population-
health issue that needs more critical conversations and
oversight . . .Al-generated submissions are not permitted
and will be treated as plagiarism. In that spirit, I as your
professor will not use Al to grade work, plan, or conduct
class.

In the two courses I am currently teaching, I went
over this policy on the first day of class and opened it up
to discussion with my students. I wanted to be clear on
two points: 1) I do not automatically assume students are
using AI; and 2) faculty are not immune to also using Al
This is not an us-versus-them issue. Students who did
speak up about their thoughts on AI described largely
negative feelings. They expressed concerns from
“sometimes ChatGPT is wrong” to “Al is creepy.” One
student described being accused of using Al for an essay
and how she had to prove to the instructor that it was in
fact her writing. Although I could not gauge how much
students did actually use AI for course work, I was
encouraged by the students who did speak up about the
negative impact and their desire not to use it.

For my “Seminar in Rural Health” course, I wanted to
take it beyond merely talking about course policy and put
attention on the adverse health effects of data AI centers
in rural areas. My pedagogical intention is to build
analytical tools to investigate how technological
advancements are organized, owned, and controlled within
a capitalist economy. I sought to frame the conversation
in terms of who actually benefits from AI technological
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innovation and who suffers -- especially in terms of rural
health.

These large data centers, whose massive physical and
environmental footprint (Weise & Wetz, 2025) are
essential to developing and maintaining large language
models (LLMs), are an increasingly contentious issue in
rural America: welcomed for economic gain, new jobs, and
improved infrastructure from some people’s point of view,
while simultaneously met with community resistance and
successful organizing to shut them down or halt
construction (Barringer, 2025).

While AI data companies like Meta and Amazon
benefit from cheap land and tax breaks in rural areas
(Johnson-May, 2024), locals suffer the consequences on
their mental and physical health. The public health toll of
Al energy-intensive data centers has been Ilargely
overlooked. Han and colleagues (2024) projected 1300
deaths per year by 2030 as a result of the toxic air
pollutants and a health cost-burden valued up to $20
billion a year. Fine particle matter from air pollutants
penetrate deep into the lungs, causing serious health
effects from early mortality due to lung cancer to asthma,
heart attacks, and strokes. As with all health conditions,
Al data centers will continue to disproportionately affect
the health of marginalized and low-income communities.

I opened that first class by asking students what
words and phrases they associate with rural America.
Common descriptors included: “low-resourced,” “poor,”
“less developed,” and “unique health challenges.” We
followed this up by watching a short clip featuring
residents living next to an AI data center in Mansfield,
Georgia owned by Meta and Blackstone; these rural
residents face non-stop noise, air, water, and light
pollution, and rising electricity bills (More Perfect Union,
2025). Students pointed out how the residents carry the
cost of these data centers in different ways -- from health
to finances -- while Meta makes massive profits. Students
began to articulate the contradiction stemming from their
initial word-association with rural America: although rural
areas often get marked as “poor” and “low-resourced”
there are, at the same time, those making huge profits
from the abundance and wealth of land and energy.

A number of my students come from rural North
Carolina and deeply care about the health and wellbeing of
their communities. After we watched the short clip, I asked
students their reactions. “Sad,” “damaging,” “shocked,”
and “major [health and environmental] repercussions”
were some of the initial comments. Many reflected that it
was important to learn of the (often obscured) destructive
reality of Al data centers, as LLM’s have become a normal
part of everyday lives for many, and there is rampant use
across universities. One student said she was “truly
shocked” at the health and environmental impacts after
seeing the video and that “citizens are not prepared.”
Another student, who lives in a rural NC community with
her family, worried about continual development of Al
centers: ‘it is terrifying what will happen to the land,
animals, and our resources...[this development] could
potentially push out families from their homes.”
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As I continue to develop this learning on Al data
centers cropping up in rural areas, it is essential to provide
examples of the community resistance happening in
tandem. For instance, at the same moment we were
delving into this subject, there were successful community
efforts to halt the construction of a center in Moorseville,
NC (Harris, 2025). Centering collective community efforts
alongside learning about data centers is essential in
leading with hope to counter what can feel like an
overwhelming integration into all segments of society by
the AI industry.
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