s

v

L
0SS
N

ca
=]

niversity

Big Al’s climate futures

From discursive alignment to
green conditions

Dr. Rianne Riemens
r.riemens@uu.nl



mailto:r.riemens@uu.nl

The rise of Big Al

“Itis crucial to theorise and closely monitor the
industrialisation of Al, a phenomenon
characterised by its pervasive expansion and
integration across industries and sectors,
extending far beyond traditional computing” (2)

-Van der Vlist, Helmond & Ferrari (2024)

Satya Nadella, Microsoft Build 2025
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

Al's emissions are about to skyrocket even
further

Data center emissions have tripled since 2018. As more complex Al models like
OpenAl's Sora see broad release, those figures will likely go through the roof.

By James O'Donnell Decemb

From Mexico to Ireland, Fury Mounts
Over a Global A.1. Frenzy

As tech companies build data centers worldwide to advance
artificial intelligence, vulnerable communities have been hit by
blackouts and water shortages.
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By Paul Mozur, Adam Satariano and Emiliano Rodriguez Mega

Paul Mozur reported from Santiago, Chile, and Querétaro, Mexico. Adam Satariano reported
from Ennis, Ireland, and Querétaro. Emiliano Rodriguez Mega reported from Querétaro.
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TECH GIANTS

Countries are struggling
to meet the rising energy
demands of data centers

Mexico’s lagging energy grid is forcing companies, including Microsoft, to
use generators.

Massive Amsterdam Microsoft data
centre gets green light

A massive new data centre planned for Amsterdam’s western port area will be rented
entirely by Microsoft and use as much energy as the city of Haarlem, according to research
by the NRC.



What discursive, geopolitical and
market-related strategies does Big
Al use to shape climate debates?



OBSERVER

Bill Gates Believes A.l. Can
Solve Its Own Energy Problem
—Here’s How

ves A.l.-powered climate solutions outweigh the

Infrastructure

How much energy does Google’s Al use? We
did the math

Google Cloud

Measuring the

&

environmental impact

"We remain pragmatically optimistic
because of the promise of new
sustainability technologies,

of Al inference

innovations in Al, and market
solutions that are emerging which
can accelerate progress across
challenging sectors

Google Cloud website 2025

Microsoft sustainability report 2025 Riemens, R. (2025). “Greenwashing Silicon Valley: The legitimization of green platform capitalism
through tech-on-climate discourse.” Big Data & Society. DOI: 10.1177/20539517251389853.
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Discursive alighment between
Big Al & governments

- MIEEE SECURITY POLITICS THE BIG STORY BUSINESS SCIENCE CULTURE REVIEWS

All the President’s Tech CEOs

At a White House dinner Thursday night, America’s tech executives put on an uncanny display of fealty to Donald Trump.




US Al action plan

Winningthe Race

AMERICA'S
AIACTION PLAN

JULY 2025

“We need to build and maintain vast Al
infrastructure and the energy to power it. To do
that, we will continue to reject radical climate
dogma and bureaucratic red tape, as the
Administration has done since Inauguration Day.
Simply put, we need to “Build, Baby, Build!” (1)

The U.S. electric grid is one of the largest and
most complex machines on Earth. It, too, will need
to be upgraded to support data centers and other
energy-intensive industries of the future. (15)



Google

Google

Powering a New
Era of American
Innovation

Ruth Porat, Thomas Kurian,

, James Manyika, and Kent Walker

“Leading in Al and digital transformation, however,
requires a significant increase in U.S. electricity

supply” (5)

“Looking ahead, ushering in an era of abundant
growth requires accelerating investment in many
sources of energy, including geothermal, advanced
nuclear, and natural gas generation with carbon
capture and sequestration..” (7)
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Seizing the Al opportunity
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“OpenAl was pleased to see the Trump
Administration’s Al Action Plan recognize
how critical Al is to America’s national
interests, and how maintaining the country’s
lead in Al depends on harnessing our
national resources: chips, data, talent and
energy.” (2)

“But limits on how much electricity the US
can generate to power Al development
threaten both our ability to seize this once-
in-a-century opportunity, and our
advantage on the most consequential
technology since electricity itself.” (1)



EU Al Action Plan

“The global race for leadership in Al is far from over” (1)
< EREeTY

“Europe must act with ambition, speed and foresight to shape

CEN) 165 the future of Al in a way that enhances our competitiveness,
safeguards and advances our democratic values and protects
COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION TO THE EUROPEAN Our Cultu ral d |Ve rSIty” (1)

PARLIAMENT, THE COUNCIL, THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCTAL
COMMITTEE AND THE COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS

AT Continent Action Plan

“establishing resource-efficient Gigafactories” (2)

“private-sector investment in cloud capacity and sustainable
data centres must be facilitated and scaled up” (2)

“Adding new data centres to the grid presents important
challenges, notably in terms of potential impacts on
consumption, other energy consumers, networks and

EN EN decarbonisation” (10)



OpenAl & Google

“to help Europe seize the promise of artificial
intelligence to drive sustainable economic
growth across the region and ensure that Al is
developed and deployed by Europe, in Europe,
for Europe.” (OpenAl)

“If Europe doesn’t provide the attractive
environment for this investment[...] the funds
will flow to projects elsewhere, potentially
backed by regimes that do not share Europe’s
values.” (Open Al)

“Al can revolutionize the EU’s approach to
climate change mitigation and adaptation.”
(Google)
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EU Economic Blueprint

OpenAl

Google

The Al Opportunity for
Europe’s Climate Goals
- a Policy Roadmap




Big Al as climate actors



Shaping the
energy market

amazon Focus Areas v Resources v Reports v Global Action (New Stories (New Q Sustainability
N

Climate solutions / Carbon-free energy

— Transitioning to carbon-free energy sources is one of the most
effective ways to lower Scope 2 emissions @. As part of this work,

we're investing billions of dollars in nuclear, battery storage and

r renewable energy @ projects around the world that can help
e n e g y power our operations and strengthen everyone's energy future.

Politico, November 2024

NEWS *» TECHNOLOGY

Big Tech’s Al dream turns into
Ireland’s energy nightmare

Energy-hungry artificial intelligence is stressing Ireland’s power grids,
jeopardizing the country’s position as Europe’s tech hub.
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PS Carbon dioxide removal
o ff S e t t I n g Removing our historical carbon emissions by 2050

Our commitment

We've committed to be carbon negative by 2030. This means reducing our
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by more than half, removing the rest, and then

o : s = removing the equivalent of our historical emissions by 2050.
+% Frontier Portfolio Progress Apply Who we are Writing

Read our public commitment > View our progress >

An advance market
commitment to accelerate
carbon removal

Frontier is an advance market commitment to buy an initial $1B+ of
permanent carbon removal between 2022 and 2030. It was founded by
Stripe, Alphabet, Shopify, Meta, McKinsey and tens of thousands of
businesses using Stripe Climate.

Buyers Suppliers

Getintouch = Getintouch =

Founding members

stripe Google ) shopify 00 Meta McKinsey

Sustainability



Lobbying for
standards

= Q FINANCIAL TIMES & Sinin

HOME WORLD US COMPANIES TECH MARKETS CLIMATE OPINION LEX WORK&CAREERS LIFE&ARTS HTSI

Climate graphic of the week Climate change

Big Tech’s bid to rewrite the rules on
netzero

Critics say a proposed change could allow large energy users to hide their true emissions




What is Big Al doing?

Creating discursive alighment

Big Tech discourse offers techno-optimist and ecomodernist visions on an Al “race” centering
innovation and economic growth. This vision aligns with the US governmental Al plans, but also,
despite more reservations, with the EU’s plans.

Shaping climate markets
Big Al pushes certain “green” solutions: Al efficiency gains, carbon removal tech, datafication of
energy grids, increasing their economic and infrastructural power.

Ignoring environmental concerns & undermining regulation

Their solutions often do not directly decrease carbon emissions and the industry remains highly
extractive and pollutive. They lobby for deregulation and promise radical improvement in an
undefined future.



What should the EU do?

Develop concrete plans for a fair and green transition
Maintain and implement a clear vision of a fairer, greener future, both within and beyond Europe,
across policy and discourse. Oppose Big Tech’s green extractivist logics.

Regulate tech and climate markets
Do not follow deregulatory rhetorics, but further regulate Big Tech across sectors and critically
assess the potential of climate tech solutions in green transition plans.

Address environmental concerns
Set high standards and clear conditions for tech development in line with ambitious climate
goals. Hold companies accountable for their emissions and demand transparency.
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PERSPECTIVE

Bigger And Faster Or Better And Greener?
The EU Needs To Define Its Priorities For Al

RIANNE RIEMENS, JOSE VAN DIJCK / AUG 21, 2025

Henna Virkkunen, Executive Vice-President for Tech Sovereignty, Security and Democracy of the European
Commission. Source
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