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1. Introduction 

Data centres are now critical infrastructure for digital and AI services, but they are 
also amongst the most resource-hungry and land-intensive forms of development. 
Their environmental footprint arises not only from construction, but from long-term 
energy and water consumption, landscape and heritage impacts, noise, air 
emissions and traffic. These impacts are magnified when very large facilities are 
proposed on greenfield sites in sensitive landscapes close to existing communities. 

This document first outlines the main environmental challenges associated with data 
centres in general. It then turns to the proposed TSD Dunbar Data Centre and 
community renewable heat hub on land south of the A1 at West Barns Mains, 
Dunbar, a site of approximately 60.2 ha, as described in the applicant’s 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Screening Report.  

Using the applicant’s own information, together with the location and designation 
plans, it then explains why the claim that no significant environmental effects are 
likely is not credible, and why a full EIA is not only justified but necessary. 

2. General environmental challenges of data centres 

2.1 Energy demand and carbon emissions 

Data centres are extremely electricity-intensive. A single large campus can require 
hundreds of megawatts of capacity, comparable to the demand of a town or small 
city. This has three main implications: 

1.​ Operational emissions: unless the grid supply is demonstrably and 
additionally renewable, electricity use translates into significant ongoing 
greenhouse-gas emissions. Purchasing generic “green tariffs” or certificates 
does not guarantee additionality or that the data centre is not diverting 
low-carbon power from other consumers. 

2.​ Grid capacity and reinforcement: such loads often require new substations, 
high-voltage lines and possibly reinforced or new fossil-fuelled peaking plant. 
These works have their own landscape, ecological and carbon footprints. 

3.​ Lock-in: once built, a data centre locks in high energy demand for decades, 
potentially crowding out other regional uses and complicating delivery of 
statutory net-zero targets. 

Any assessment of environmental effects therefore has to consider not just localised 
construction impacts, but the project’s whole-life energy and carbon profile, 
including backup generation and any additional grid infrastructure. 



2.2 Water use, cooling and thermal impacts 

Cooling is another major driver of environmental impact: 

●​ Water-cooled systems can require very large volumes of water, stressing 
potable supplies or local abstractions. 

●​ Discharges of warmed water and treatment chemicals can affect water quality 
and aquatic ecology. 

●​ Even “air-cooled” systems may rely on adiabatic / evaporative cooling at 
peak times, still implying non-trivial water use. 

A robust assessment therefore needs quantified water demand, sources and 
discharges, and an understanding of interactions with local hydrology and flood risk. 

2.3 Land take, soils and landscape 

Data centres generally require: 

●​ substantial building footprints, often single- or two-storey but very large in 
plan; 

●​ extensive yard areas, substations, cooling plant, internal roads and parking; 
●​ security fencing and lighting. 

On greenfield sites this almost always means the permanent loss of agricultural 
soils and rural landscape character, with potential effects on landscape 
designations, long-distance views and the setting of heritage assets. 

2.4 Noise, air quality and amenity 

Typical sources include: 

●​ 24/7 noise from fans, chillers, pumps and transformers; 
●​ periodic but significant noise and emissions from diesel or gas backup 

generators; 
●​ increased traffic, particularly during construction and for fuel deliveries; 
●​ security and operational lighting, affecting residential amenity and wildlife. 

These impacts are particularly acute where, as here, residential properties lie 
directly adjacent to the site boundary. 

2.5 Construction, materials and cumulative impacts 

Construction entails heavy vehicle movements, dust, vibration and large quantities of 
concrete and steel – all contributing to embodied carbon and local disturbance. Over 
time, the cumulative effect of multiple data centres in a region can be very 
significant, even if each individual development is assessed in isolation. 

Against this general background, the question for West Barns Mains is not whether 
such a development will have environmental effects – it plainly will – but whether 
they can sensibly be treated as non-significant at the screening stage. 



3. Summary of the West Barns Mains proposal (from the Screening Report) 

The applicant proposes a “green energy data centre and community renewable heat 
hub” on land south of the A1 at West Barns Mains, totalling about 60.2 ha across 
three fields (5.7 ha, 41.8 ha and 12.7 ha).  

The site lies: 

●​ immediately south of the A1; 
●​ opposite existing housing, supermarket and commercial uses in southern 

Dunbar; 
●​ with Easter Broomhouse Cottages, Bowerhouse, Wester Broomhouse 

and other dwellings very close to the southern and western edges; 
●​ within two registered Battle of Dunbar battlefields and within a wider 

landscape influenced by several Scheduled Monuments, listed buildings, 
three local landscape areas (SLAs) and John Muir Country Park.  

The proposal, still at parameters stage, includes: 

●​ one or more data-centre buildings (intended to be “single storey” but with 
height parameters yet to be fixed), plus ancillary office and welfare facilities; 

●​ new electricity substation(s) and emergency backup power generation; 
●​ a district heating network centre and associated infrastructure; 
●​ internal access roads, parking, security provision and SuDS; 
●​ areas of landscape planting and “habitat creation”, especially in the western 

part of the site.  

The applicant emphasises connections to offshore and onshore wind and proximity 
to major fibre routes, and asserts that the site is “free of any significant planning 
policy or ecological constraints”.  

At the same time, they propose to submit a substantial suite of assessments (LVIA, 
PEA and BNG, historic environment DBA, FRA and drainage strategy, PERA, 
transport statement, noise assessment and CEMP) with the future planning 
application, while arguing in the Screening Report that none of these topics is 
likely to give rise to significant environmental effects.  

4. Critique of the Screening Report and reasons why EIA is required 

4.1 Overall approach 

The Report concludes that the project “does not constitute ‘EIA Development’ and 
therefore no EIA Report is required” because, in the applicant’s view, no significant 
environmental effects are anticipated once standard mitigation and best practice 
are assumed.  

This conclusion is problematic in several ways: 



●​ It relies heavily on unspecified future mitigation (“to be secured by 
condition”) rather than assessing the likely effects of the development as 
proposed – contrary to well-established EIA principles.  

●​ It systematically downplays or overlooks the scale of the scheme (60 ha) 
and its proximity to sensitive receptors, including immediate neighbours, 
heritage assets, designated landscapes and internationally important coastal 
sites.  

●​ It repeatedly asserts that there will be no significant effects in topics where 
the necessary baseline surveys have not yet been completed (for example, 
ecology, birds, noise, transport and heritage). 

In short, the Report treats uncertainty as if it equated to “no significant effects”, 
whereas under Schedule 3 of the EIA Regulations genuine uncertainty in the face of 
large-scale development in a sensitive context is precisely a reason to require EIA. 

4.2 Planning, policy and “green” claims 

The Report relies heavily on NPF4 National Development 12 (green data centres) 
and suggests that because data centres are nationally recognised infrastructure, this 
particular scheme is effectively policy-favoured and unconstrained.  

However: 

●​ National development status does not remove the need to assess 
site-specific environmental impacts; on the contrary, it increases the 
expectation of rigorous assessment. 

●​ The assertion that the site is “free of any significant planning policy or 
ecological constraints” is simply not supported by the applicant’s own 
mapping, which shows the site lying in two battlefields, adjacent to several 
Scheduled Monuments and listed buildings, and within 2 km of three SLAs 
and John Muir Country Park.  

The “green” label is also asserted rather than demonstrated. While the Report 
mentions two SPEN grid connection offers and the presence of onshore/offshore 
wind in the region, it provides no details of: 

●​ the scale of power demand from the data centre; 
●​ how power will be sourced in a way that is genuinely additional and not at the 

expense of other consumers; 
●​ what backup generation (diesel or gas) is proposed and how often it may run.  

These issues are central to climate and air-quality impacts and cannot be brushed 
aside at screening stage. 

4.3 Site sensitivity and context 

The Report asserts that the development is not in an “environmentally sensitive 
area”, because there are no designated ecological sites or NSAs within the red line.  

However, the location and designation plans show that: 



●​ the site lies within the registered Battle of Dunbar I and II battlefields; 
●​ it is immediately adjacent to, or within the close setting of, several Scheduled 

Monuments (including Easter Broomhouse Standing Stone, promontory fort 
near Easter Broomhouse, enclosures near Bowerhouse and Eweford 
Cottages) and the Category A listed Bower House and associated 
dovecot; 

●​ it sits within a matrix of three Local Landscape Areas (SLAs) and close to 
John Muir Country Park and the coast, with a high degree of intervisibility 
indicated on Figure 02;  

●​ the underlying geology is a highly productive aquifer, which is a sensitive 
receptor in its own right.  

Under Schedule 3, the presence of such receptors and the scale of land-take 
strongly indicate that the environmental sensitivity of the location is high, not low. 

4.4 Ecology and biodiversity 

The PEA has only preliminary findings. It notes: 

●​ common agricultural habitats with hedges and margins; 
●​ a potential bat roost in the Bowerhouse Dovecot just outside the western 

boundary; 
●​ the need for further wintering and breeding bird surveys.  

Despite acknowledging that these bird surveys have not yet been carried out, the 
Screening Report still claims that “no significant adverse ecological effects are 
anticipated” and that in fact “significant long-term benefits” are likely.  

This is premature: 

●​ The site is large, open farmland, likely to be used by farmland birds, geese, 
raptors and bats, particularly given its proximity to the coast and the Firth of 
Forth SPA/SSSI/Ramsar just 1.6 km to the north.  

●​ Until proper bird, bat and other species surveys are completed across 
seasons, it is impossible to know whether effects on these populations – or on 
supporting habitat for the designated coastal sites – will be significant. 

Given this uncertainty, the correct conclusion at screening is that ecological 
significance cannot yet be ruled out, and EIA is therefore appropriate, rather than 
assuming the opposite. 

4.5 Landscape and visual impact 

The LVIA “screening appraisal” is based on a 2 km study area and four viewpoints 
(Spott Roundabout, DunBear sculpture, reservoir on Spott Road, Thistly Cross 
roundabout).  

There are several weaknesses: 



●​ The viewpoints are almost all near major roads or new development; they 
under-represent receptors in West Barns village, John Muir Country 
Park, Belhaven Bay, the John Muir Way and higher ground in the 
Doonhill to Chesters SLA, where long-distance views across the coastal 
plain towards the site are likely.  

●​ Although the site is said to accommodate “unobtrusive low-rise buildings”, no 
height parameters are given. Single-storey industrial buildings plus roof plant 
and stacks can still be visually dominant in a gently undulating open plain.  

●​ The Screening Report already accepts that a full LVIA with visualisations 
will be required at application stage.  

If the applicant considers an LVIA necessary to understand effects, it is hard 
to see how they can simultaneously be confident that such effects will not be 
significant. 

In this context – 60 ha of development in direct view from gateways into Dunbar and 
from valued recreational landscapes – it is entirely reasonable to consider that 
significant landscape and visual effects are likely, and to require EIA accordingly. 

4.6 Historic environment and archaeology 

The Report acknowledges that: 

●​ the site lies within two registered battlefields; 
●​ several Scheduled Monuments lie close to, and are intervisible with, the site; 
●​ the Category A listed Bower House and its dovecot are immediately adjacent 

to the western boundary; 
●​ there is a need for a desk-based assessment and potentially trial 

trenching to understand archaeological remains.  

Despite this, it asserts that there will be no significant residual effects on heritage 
once landscape planting and layout are refined.  

This is again premature. Until: 

●​ detailed design parameters exist (including exact building heights and 
locations); 

●​ the DBA and any archaeological investigation are completed; 
●​ the implications of building in a registered battlefield are fully assessed, 

it is not credible to rule out significant effects on the setting and significance of 
these assets. The proper conclusion at screening is that significant heritage and 
archaeological effects cannot be excluded, hence EIA is required. 

4.7 Ground conditions and hydrology 

The Report notes that the site overlies highly productive aquifers and glaciofluvial 
deposits, and that there are drainage channels and localised surface water flood-risk 
areas.  



Yet it assumes that: 

●​ any contamination risks from historic agriculture will be minor and 
manageable; 

●​ SuDS will fully address changes in runoff; 
●​ a flood-risk assessment and drainage strategy at application stage will be 

sufficient and that no significant effects will occur.  

Given the scale of hardstanding likely on a 60 ha data-centre campus, and the 
sensitivity of downstream receptors (Brox Burn, low-lying land and ultimately the 
coastal designated sites), it is too early to conclude that hydrological effects are 
necessarily non-significant. Again, the right approach at screening is to recognise 
that further work is required to determine significance – which is exactly what 
EIA is for. 

4.8 Air quality and noise 

The treatment of air quality in the Screening Report is particularly weak. The 
applicant asserts that: 

●​ “operation of the Proposed Development will not introduce significant new 
sources of air emissions”; 

●​ backup generators and heat-network plant are simply grouped under “plant” 
for the noise assessment and not treated as point-source emitters of NO₂ and 
particulates.  

For a data centre with substantial backup generation capacity and a heat hub, this is 
unrealistic. Emergency and testing operations of diesel or gas engines can produce: 

●​ short-term high concentrations of NO₂ and PM at nearby residences; 
●​ cumulative effects when combined with A1 traffic emissions. 

On noise, the Report at least acknowledges that residential receptors are 
immediately adjacent to the site, with Easter Broomhouse Cottages right on the 
boundary.  

But it then concludes that: 

●​ construction noise will not be significant due to existing A1 noise; 
●​ operational noise will be controllable through plant design and conditions; 
●​ therefore no significant effects are anticipated.  

This underestimates the potential for low-frequency, tonal and night-time noise 
from continuous operation of fans and chillers, which can be highly intrusive even 
against a road-noise background. With houses so close to the southern edge of the 
site, it is more realistic to say that significant effects are quite possible and 
require detailed modelling, again pointing towards the need for EIA. 

4.9 Transport and access 



The applicant acknowledges temporary increases in HGV movements during 
construction but claims these will not be significant in the context of existing A1 
traffic.  

That conclusion: 

●​ takes no account of impacts on Spott Road, the unnamed road to Wester 
Broomhouse, West Barns and local junctions, where increased HGV flows 
could be highly noticeable; 

●​ is based on no quantified traffic data at all – the transport assessment itself 
has yet to be prepared. 

As with other topics, the absence of proper assessment means that impacts cannot 
be assumed to be non-significant. 

4.10 Reliance on future assessments and conditions 

Finally, the Screening Report repeatedly states that various assessments will be 
provided with the planning application (LVIA, FRA, PERA, BNG, transport, noise 
etc.), and that recommended mitigation will then be secured by condition.  

This approach inverts the EIA process: 

●​ EIA is intended to inform the design and decision-making before 
consent is granted, not afterwards; 

●​ For a Schedule 2 development of this size and sensitivity, where the very 
purpose of the forthcoming studies is to understand potential impacts, it is 
inconsistent to say at screening that significant effects are not likely. 

Given the development’s scale, location, and proximity to sensitive receptors, it is 
much more defensible to conclude that EIA should be required, with the resulting 
Environmental Report forming the core evidence base for the eventual decision. 

5. Overall conclusion 

Taking the Screening Report and location plan at face value, the proposed TSD 
Dunbar Data Centre and community renewable heat hub is: 

●​ a 60-hectare, energy-intensive, infrastructure-scale development; 
●​ on open, productive agricultural land; 
●​ directly adjacent to existing dwellings and in close proximity to multiple 

heritage, landscape and ecological designations; 
●​ with major uncertainties over its whole-life energy use, backup generation, 

water demand, drainage impacts, visual prominence, noise, air quality and 
effects on biodiversity. 

In these circumstances it is not credible to assert, at screening stage and in the 
absence of completed technical studies, that significant environmental effects are 
unlikely. On the contrary, the scale and sensitivity of the proposal strongly suggest 



that significant effects are likely, and that a full Environmental Impact Assessment 
is both necessary and appropriate. 

 


