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Planning Commission Work Session 

Monday, August 17, 2026 at 6:00 PM  

Public Meeting Room  

AGENDA  
    
1. Call to Order 
    
2. Items for Discussion 
 A. Data Center Performance Standards 
    
3. Routine Business 
    
4. Future Discussion 
    
5. Adjournment 
 
 
 

Please contact the Departments of Community & Economic Development at 507-334-0100 if you need special 
accommodations to participate in this meeting. 
 
Para pedir este documento en otro idioma, envíe un correo electrónico y adjunte el documento a 
accessibility@faribault.org. 
 
Si aad u codsato dukumeentigan oo ku qoran luqad kale, fadlan e-mail u soo dir oo ku soo lifaaq dukumiintiga 
accessibility@faribault.org. 
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Staff Report to the  

Planning Commission & Environmental Commission 
Joint Work Session 

 
TO: Planning Commission 

Environmental Commission 
THROUGH: Jessica Kinser, City Administrator 

David Wanberg, CED Director 
FROM: Harry Davis, City Planning Manager 

Adam King, Env. & Water Resources Coordinator 
MEETING DATE: August 17, 2026 
SUBJECT: Data Center Performance Standards 
  

Request: 

City Council has directed City Staff, the Planning 
Commission, and Environmental Commission to 
collaborate on performance standards for data 
centers. 

Recommendation: 

City Planning Manager recommends Planning 
Commission and Environmental Commission 
consider the suggestions from City Staff and discuss 
the performance standards.  

Recommended 
Motion: No motions needed for a work session. 

Background and Request: 
In May 2025, Archer Datacenters submitted an EAW for a 500,000 sq ft data 
center complex in Faribault’s northern industrial park on property zoned I-2, 
Heavy Industrial. In July 2025, after the document was revised, City Council 
adopted findings of fact and a decision not to require an EIS. This decision 
was appealed to the Court of Appeals and the decision was reversed and 
remanded back to the City. The Court allowed the City to either require an 
EIS or postpone the decision to allow Archer Datacenters time to bring forth 
additional information. 
 
On July 14, 2026, City Council approved Resolution 2026-206, which extends 
the deadline to March 31, 2027 so Archer Datacenters can collect and 
present more evidence and the City may review and make a decision. City 
Council also approved Resolution 2026-207 at the same meeting, which 
directs City Staff, the Planning Commission, and the Environmental 
Commission to work together on performance standards for data centers. 

Page 2 of 26



Questions to Consider in Drafting Performance Standards: 
The City Council asked the Planning Commission and Environmental 
Commission to collaborate on the Planning Commission’s drafting of data 
center performance standards for City Council consideration. 

The Council values public input and would like to understand the impacts or 
concerns that the public feels are important to address. However, public 
sentiment for or against data centers should not necessarily dictate specific 
standards. The Council must ensure the standards are reasonable, evidence-
based, enforceable, legally defensible, and necessary to protect the health, 
safety, and general welfare of the community while treating comparable land 
uses similarly. 

To help guide the development of the standards, the Planning Commission 
and Environmental Commission should agree on a common set of guiding 
principles.  For example, regardless of how individual commissioners feel 
about data centers in general, the role of the Commissions is to recommend 
standards that reasonably address community impacts and concerns.  The 
Environmental Commission may focus on environmental impacts, whereas 
the Planning Commission may focus on broader land use and regulatory 
impacts. 

The Council has listened to public concerns, and it anticipates providing 
additional opportunities for public involvement in the consideration of data 
center performance standards.  In the meantime, the Commissions have 
started to identify potential impacts and possible regulations to address the 
impacts.  As the Commissions continue their work, they may want to 
consider drafting performance standards that adequately address the 
following questions: 

1. What community impacts or concerns are the performance standards 
intended to address? 

2. Are these impacts or concerns unique to data centers? 
3. Is there legally defensible evidence that clearly identifies the impacts 

or concerns? 
4. Are there federal, state, or local standards that currently address 

comparable impacts?  If so, are different standards needed for data 
centers? 

5. Are the proposed standards proportional to the identified impacts or 
concerns? 

6. Are the proposed standards measurable, enforceable, and legally 
defensible? 
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Initial Review: 
At previous Planning Commission work sessions, City Staff presented a 
memo offering general guidance on how performance standards could be 
applied to data centers. Director Wanberg also prepared a table showing an 
overview of existing and potential standards for Faribault to adopt. Both the 
memos and table are attached to this agenda item. City Staff have looked at 
different, enacted laws governing data centers within Minnesota, at the state 
level, and federal level. For places within the state, Monticello’s approach as 
a PUD and CUP (although a draft ordinance at the time) provided some 
inspiration on where to start. Not many other communities have a set of 
performance standards that are currently in effect. 
 
In addition to the table and memo from Director Wanberg, Archer 
Datacenters’ consultant Kimley-Horn, who prepared the EAW, provided some 
standards that they have seen elsewhere in the US. This is also attached to 
the agenda item. 

Preliminary Performance Standards: 
City Staff reviewed the standards and have made some initial suggestions 
for performance standards. City Staff will summarize the suggestions here, 
and the complete set is attached to this agenda item. 
 
Summarized standards: 

• Expand the definition of data center to include data mining 
• Make data centers a conditional use in I-2 zoning districts instead of 

permitted by-right. 
• Setbacks for accessory structures, mechanical, generators, and 

cooling equipment are a minimum of 50 feet from any property line 
• Full-cutoff light fixtures 
• 50% maximum on impervious lot coverage 
• Backup generators limited to a certain time of day for testing 
• Noise must be measured at property lines, at different times of day, 

and in different seasons 
• Any equipment or vents producing a low-frequency hum or air 

emissions must be at least 300 feet from the property line abutting 
residential 

• Made setbacks apply to parcels either zoned or used for residential. 
• Agreement required for water and sewer usage caps, with regular 

reporting 
• Water conservation and efficient cooling systems are highly 

encouraged 

Discussion: 
With the initial suggestions, City Staff have: 

• Provided another way, the CUP process (aside from any platting, 
environmental review, or other entitlement process), for neighbors to 
become involved when the project is close to them 
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• Limited, within reason, the proximity and impact of light, noise, and 
air emissions when adjacent to residential (including regular reports 
or permits) 

• Ensured that data center properties do not become mostly impervious 
surfaces, which should allow more opportunities to save existing trees 
(which provide more screening) and adequately address stormwater 

• Included the City Engineer in water and sewer usage management to 
monitor capacity as part of the project, with ongoing reporting 

Recommendation:  
City Planning Manager recommends Planning Commission and Environmental 
Commission consider the initial suggestions from City Staff and discuss the 
performance standards.  
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Sec. 1-120. Definitions. 

 

[insert after Curb level]  

Data center or mining. An establishment engaging in the storage, management, processing, and/or 
transmission of digital data, and housing computer and/or network equipment, systems, servers, appliances, and 
other associated components related to digital data operations. Digital data operations may also include using the 
same systems for warehousing and analyzing databases and datasets in the pursuit of knowledge discovery 
through artificial intelligence, machine learning, and/or statistics. The definition of “data center” or “data mining” 
shall not include facilities that are not the principal use of a building, facility, or property in extent or area but 
which may perform similar functions in a manner that is accessory to a lawful principal use. 

[insert before Deck]  
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Sec. 7-30. Development standards. 

[After Craftsman studios, limited production and processing, wholesaling operations and services, in a 
commercial district.] 

Data centers and data mining. 

(1) General standards applying to data centers and data mining uses: 

(a) Any accessory or supporting structures associated with the principal data center or data mining 
use must be located a minimum of 50 feet from all property lines. Setbacks for the principal data 
center or data mining structure and use are found elsewhere in Sec 7-30 for data centers and 
data mining or the property’s underlying zoning district. 

(b)  All mechanical, generators, cooling equipment, and other similar equipment must be: 

(i) A minimum of 50 feet from any property line 

(ii) Fully screened from view by an opaque material such as a fence, wall, or building. This 
requirement may be waived if the equipment is more than 500 feet from a property line. 

(iii) No closer to a side or rear property line than the principal structure. 

(c) A maximum of 50% of the lot may be covered in impervious surfaces. 

(d) All lighting shall be full-cutoff fixtures, directed or angled perpendicular to the ground, and be 
located no closer than 50 feet to a property line. 

(e) All noise generated must comply with MPCA regulations. Additional requirements include: 

(i) Any testing of backup generators or similar equipment must take place between 10 AM and 
7 PM Monday through Friday.  

(ii) The property owner is responsible for an annual report, assembled by a third party of the 
property owner’s choosing, of sound measurements (both high and low frequency) from 
property boundaries at different times of day and different seasons. The report must be 
submitted to the City Planner for review. The City may conduct noise measurement 
collection at any time. 

(iii) Any equipment on the property generating a low-frequency hum may not be located within 
300 feet of a parcel zoned or used for residential purposes. 

(f) All air emissions must comply with MPCA standards. Additional requirements include: 

(i) A final air permit and any reporting must be shared with the City Planner.  

(ii) Any equipment on the property generating, or vents releasing, air-polluting emissions may 
not be located within 300 feet of a parcel zoned or used for residential purposes.  

(g) Public or private sanitary sewer, water, and storm sewer services with adequate infrastructure 
and capacity must be available to serve the Data Center, as determined by the City Engineer.  

(i) Water conservation and efficient cooling systems are highly encouraged.  

(ii) Water use and sewer discharge caps shall be determined by the City Engineer and 
memorialized in an agreement recorded with the property. 

(i) Applicant shall commit to annual water use reporting to demonstrate compliance with any 
applicable recorded agreement. 

[Before Dwelling as part of a mixed use structure, CBD District.] 
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Sec. 12-30. Principal uses for the industrial districts. 

(A) In general. All permitted and conditional uses allowed in the industrial districts are listed in Table 12-1.  

(B) Permitted uses. Uses specified with a "P" are permitted in the district or districts where designated, provided 
that the use complies with all other applicable provisions of this ordinance. Persons wishing to establish a 
permitted use shall obtain a zoning certificate for such use as specified Sections 2-190 through 2-250.  

(C) Conditional uses. Uses specified with a "C" are allowed as a conditional use in the district or districts where 
designated, provided that the use complies with all other applicable provisions of this ordinance. Persons 
wishing to establish or expand a conditional use shall obtain a conditional use permit for such use as 
specified in Sections 2-260 through 2-340.  

(D) Prohibited uses. Any use not listed as either "P" (permitted) or "C" (conditional) in a particular district or any 
use not determined by the City Planner to be substantially similar to a use listed as permitted or conditional 
shall be prohibited in that district. Such determination shall be made in the manner provided for in Section 2-
50 governing determination of substantially similar uses.  

(E) Specific development standards. Permitted and conditional uses specified with an "x" under the Specific 
Development Standards column shall be subject to the standards identified in Chapter 7, Specific 
Development Standards.  

(F) Generalized use categories. Table 12-1 employs generalized use categories for some types of industrial uses. 
A particular use may be determined to be within a generalized use category if not listed specifically 
elsewhere in Table 12-1 and if not determined to be within another less restrictive generalized use category. 
Determination of whether a particular use is included within a generalized use category shall be made by the 
City Planner in the manner provided for in Section 2-50 governing determination of substantially similar uses.  

(1) Limited Industrial Uses. Limited industrial uses are low impact uses which produce little or no noise, 
odor, vibration, glare or other objectionable influences and which, given proper controls, have little or 
no adverse effect on surrounding properties. Limited industrial uses generally do not involve 
processing of raw materials or production of primary materials. Limited industrial uses include the 
production, processing, or storage of the following:  

(a) Apparel, textiles, and fabrics.  

(b) Electronic and electrical equipment, components, and accessories.  

(c) Foods and food products, not including distilling or live slaughter.  

(d) Household goods and appliances.  

(e) Measuring, analyzing, and controlling instruments.  

(f) Medical and optical goods and technology.  

(g) Novelty items, musical instruments, sporting and athletic equipment, and other personal goods.  

(h) Office and commercial equipment, furniture, and fixtures.  

(i) Pharmaceuticals, health and beauty products.  

(j) Printing and publishing operations, including distribution.  

(k) Signs, including electric and neon signs, and other advertising devices.  

(l) Fabricated metal products such as cans and shipping containers, cutlery, handtools and general 
hardware.  

(m) Fabricated plastic and rubber products, except tires and inner tubes.  
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(n) Household, industrial and commercial machinery and equipment such as engines and turbines, 
farm, lawn and garden equipment, heating, cooling and refrigeration equipment, and machine 
tools.  

(o) Metal working such as stamping, welding, machining, extruding, engraving, plating, grinding, 
polishing, cleaning and heat treating.  

(p) Paper and paperboard products, except no pulp, paper or paperboard mills.  

(q) Woodworking, lumber and wood products, not including saw mills.  

(r) Cannabis cultivation. 

(s) Cannabis manufacturer. 

(t) Lower-potency hemp-edible manufacturer. 

(2) General Industrial Uses. General industrial uses include high impact and outdoor uses which are likely 
to have a substantial adverse effect on the environment or on surrounding properties and which 
require special measures and careful site selection to ensure compatibility with the surrounding area. 
General industrial uses often include processing of raw materials or production of primary materials. 
General industrial uses include the production or processing of the following:  

(a) Asphalt, paving and roofing materials.  

(b) Battery manufacture and reprocessing.  

(c) Chemicals and chemical products, including ammonia, chlorine, household cleaners, detergent, 
fertilizer, and industrial and agricultural chemicals.  

(d) Gypsum and plaster products.  

(e) Manufactured housing.  

(f) Paints, varnishes, lacquers, and enamels.  

(g) Petroleum and coal products, except no mining or extraction.  

(h) Plastics and synthetic resins and fibers.  

(i) Primary metals, including steelworks, rolling and finishing mills, forge or foundry.  

(j) Pulp, paper or paperboard mills.  

(k) Sand and gravel, except no mining or extraction.  

(l) Sawmills.  

(m) Tanned hides and leather.  

(n) Tires and inner tubes.  

(o) Transportation equipment, including motor vehicle and aircraft parts and equipment.  

 

Table 12-1. Principal uses in the industrial districts. 

 District  Development  
Standards  

Use  I-P  I-1  I-2   
Industrial uses 
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Generalized use categories     
 Limited industrial  P  P  P   
 General industrial  -  -  P   
Specific industrial uses     
 Aircraft storage and maintenance  P  P  P   
 Ammunition and explosives, storage and manufacturing  -  -  C   
 Boat construction, repair, and storage  P  P  P   
 Commercial laundry  P  P  P  x  
 Concrete, asphalt, and rock crushing facility  -  -  C  x  
 Contractor yard  P  P  P  x 
 Data center  -  -  P C  x 
 Furniture moving and storage  C  P  P   
 Grain elevator or storage  -  -  P   
 Grain milling and distillation  -  -  P   
 Greenhouse, wholesale  P  P  P   
 Industrial machinery and equipment sales, service, and 
rental  

P  P  P   

 Research, development, and testing laboratory  P  P  P   
 Recycling facility  C  C  P   
 Refuse disposal and incineration facility  -  -  C  x  
 Scrap/salvage yard, metal milling facility  -  -  C  x  
 Self service storage  P  P  P   
 Stockyards, slaughter of animals  -  -  C  x  
 Wholesaling, warehousing and distribution; Cannabis 
wholesaler 

P  P  P   

Commercial uses 
Adult entertainment uses P  P  P  x  
Animal kennel, veterinary services P  P  P  x  
Auction establishments C  C  C  x  
Automobile Services     
 Automobile convenience facility  P  P  P  x  
 Automobile repair, major  P  P  P  x  
 Automobile repair, minor  P  P  P  x  
 Automobile sales  C  C  -  x  
Brewery P  P  P  x  
Commercial recreation, entertainment and lodging 
 Firearm range, indoor  P  P  P  x  
 Hotel, motel  C  C  -   
 Indoor recreational facility  P  P  P  x  
 Outdoor recreation area  C  C  C  x  
Contractor showroom  P  P  P  x  
Digital Billboards C  C  C  see 9-160(I)  
Offices P  P  P   
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Retail sales and services     
 Ambulance Facility  C  C  C  x  
 Building material sales, lumberyard  P  P  P   
 Cannabis retail and cannabis delivery service P P P x 
 Child care center (as principal use)  C  C  -   
 Farm and construction equipment  P  P  P   
Restaurants, liquor establishments C  C  C  x  
Transportation     
 Bus garage or maintenance facility  C  P  P   
 Heliport  -  C  C  x  
 Package delivery service  P  P  P   
 Transportation services; Cannabis transporter P  P  P   
 Transportation terminal  P  P  P  x  
 Truck, trailer, boat or recreational vehicle, sales service or 
rental  

P  P  P   

 Waste hauler  -  C  P  x  
Institutional and public uses 
Educational facilities     
 School, vocational or business  P  P  P   
Parking facilities, ramps C  C  C  x  
Social, cultural, charitable, & recreational facilities 
 Armories, convention halls  P  P  P   
 Stadiums, arenas  C  C  C  x  
 Clubs and lodges  P  P  P   
Religious institutions     
 Place of assembly  P  P  -  x  
Residential uses 
 Dwelling in conjunction w/business  C  C  C  x  
Public service and utilities 
 Communication facilities  P  P  P  x  
 Communication towers  C  C  C  see § 6-230 
 Electric or gas substation  P  P  P  x  
 Electricity generation plant, non-nuclear  -  -  C  x  
 Essential services  P  P  P  x  
 Governmental buildings and structures  P  P  P  x  
 Public utility buildings and structures  P  P  P  x  
 Street and equipment maintenance facility  P  P  P   
 Waste transfer or disposal facility  -  C  C  x  

 

(Ord. No. 99-20, § 1, 11-23-99; Ord. No. 2004-14, § 1, 6-8-04; Ord. No. 2005-24, § 1, 9-13-05; Ord. No. 2006-21, § 6, 
9-26-06; Ord. No. 2008-25, § 4, 2-24-09; Ord. No. 2013-009, § 10, 11-26-13; Ord. No. 2016-9, § 1, 6-28-16; Ord. No. 
2023-1, § 5, 2-28-23; Ord. No. 2024-10, §§ 3, 4, 7-9-24 
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Data Center Performance Standards  
Initial Planning Commission Discussion 

May 18, 2026 

Purpose 

On April 6, 2026, the Planning Commission recommended that the City 
Council amend the City’s Unified Development Ordinance (UDO) to define 
data centers and allow them as a permitted use in the I-2, Heavy Industrial 
District.  The Planning Commission’s recommendation was based, in part, on 
a recommendation from City Staff and on the condition that the City adopt 
performance standards (or specific use standards) related to data center 
development in the city. 

This work session is not intended to determine whether data centers are 
inherently good or bad, nor whether a specific project should be approved.  
The purpose of this work session is to begin to identify potential data center 
performance standards to help ensure that any future data center operates 
in a manner consistent with community expectations and industrial 
development standards.  More specifically, this work session is intended to 
accomplish the following: 

1. Establish a transparent, fair, and credible review and 
recommendation process; 

2. Summarize expressed concerns from the public and identify potential 
operational impacts of data centers; 

3. Build a shared understanding of what performance standards are 
intended to accomplish and how potential data center performances 
relate to other uses; 

4. Explore possible regulations and performance standards; and  
5. Provide general direction to City Staff to draft ordinance language for 

review at an upcoming Planning Commission meeting. 

The Planning Commission will not take any formal action at this work 
session. 

Ground Rules for Discussion 

Data center development has generated significant discussions around the 
country, state, county, and city.  Some support the benefits of data centers, 
and others have expressed concerns.  Appointed and elected city officials 
likely have various views.  However, we should acknowledge that, regardless 
of our personal views on data centers, we all care about our community.  We 
should not disparage those who express a different point of view.  We need 
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to listen to each other with respect.  When concerns are expressed, we need 
to develop a shared understanding of the concerns, then discuss how we 
might address the concerns in an objective, reasonable, and open manner. 

Background 

Given the extensive publicity around data centers, some may be unclear 
about the status of data centers in Faribault.  The following provides a brief 
summary. 

1. Until the recent development of hyperscale data centers throughout 
the country, many municipalities viewed data centers as permitted 
industrial uses.  Now, some communities are beginning to define and 
regulate data centers. 

2. In 2024, Archer Datacenters explored potential sites to develop a 
data center in Faribault.  They ultimately purchased a property 
immediately south of County Road 9, within the City limits, and 
zoned for I-2, Heavy Industrial use.  City Staff noted that the I-2 
District is the most appropriate district for a data center. 

3. Archer did not request that the City sign a Non-Disclosure Agreement 
(NDA), and the City did not sign an NDA. 

4. The City determined that an Environmental Assessment Worksheet 
(EAW) was required due to potential environmental impacts 
associated with a data center campus.  The City hired a consultant to 
review the EAW.  Archer reimbursed the City for its costs. 

5. The City proactively advertised the EAW and strongly encouraged 
public input.  Archer was transparent with its plans and responded to 
those who had expressed concerns about the potential development.  

6. The City Council reviewed the EAW and found that an Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS) was not needed. 

7. The Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy (MCEA) filed 
multiple lawsuits across Minnesota, arguing that cities failed to 
properly disclose and assess data center impacts.  While Archer and 
the City of Faribault were transparent and actively sought public 
input on the proposed data center, MCEA alleged that the approved 
EAW did not adequately address all environmental impacts of a 
potential data center in Faribault.  The Court ruling is expected by 
mid-June. 

8. Based on a recommendation of the City’s legal counsel, the City 
amended its ordinances to define a data center and identify which 
districts could potentially accommodate a data center use.  
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9. The Planning Commission made a recommendation to the City 
Council to approve a data center definition and allow data centers as 
a permitted use in the I-2, Heavy Industrial District, with an 
understanding that the City would adopt data center performance 
standards. 

10. The Environmental Commission recommended that the City Council 
place a moratorium on data centers to allow the City time to address 
the potential environmental impacts of data centers.  The Council 
decided to delay action on the moratorium request. 

11. The state enacted some legislation related to data centers, but also 
signaled that cities may want to adopt additional standards. 

Potential Performance Standards Discussion Items 

The Planning Commission’s discussion on performance standards should not 
be focused on a particular development proposal (like the potential Archer 
proposal), but rather the performance standards that should apply to all 
potential data center developments.  However, the City could regulate data 
centers based on the context of a particular project. 

Although the Planning Commission can treat data centers as a unique use 
with special performance standards, the Commission should be careful about 
proposing standards that are more restrictive than standards for other uses 
in the Heavy Industrial District.  In other words, the Commission should be 
careful about providing more restrictive noise standards for data centers 
than for a food processing plant, for example. 

The Commission could consider different standards for different levels of 
intensity, for example, data centers under 20 MW. 

The Planning Commission should provide general feedback on the following 
potential performance standards. 

1. Land Use Compatibility and Site Design 
The City’s recent ordinance amendment limits data centers (as 
defined) to the I-2, Heavy Industrial District.  Performance standards 
could include the following: 
▪ Setbacks from residential zoning districts (or potentially uses) 
▪ Additional screening, landscaping, and berming requirements 
▪ Architectural treatment 
▪ Fencing 

2. Noise 
▪ MPCA standards 
▪ Day vs night 
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▪ Generator testing 
▪ Noise studies/ongoing compliance 

3. Lighting 
▪ Dark sky compliance 

4. Water Usage and Cooling System 
▪ DNR approval 
▪ Water conservation vs noise 
▪ Closed loop 

5. Energy 
▪ Substations/screening 
▪ State legislation 

6. Public Infrastructure 
▪ Construction 

7. Emergency Preparedness 
▪ Fire suppression 

8. Enforcement/Ongoing Monitoring 
▪ Third-party monitoring 
▪ Annual reporting 
▪ Modifications 

General Questions 

1. What specific problems are we trying to solve? 
2. Are the potential standards measurable and enforceable? 
3. Are the issues of concern already addressed elsewhere in the 

ordinance or in state rules or statutes? 
4. Should the standards apply universally or relate to each unique site? 
5. Are the standards flexible enough to allow for newer technologies or 

changes to the industry? 
6. How should we balance the need to address the issues while not 

effectively banning all potential data centers? 

Planning Commission Direction to City Staff 

1. How can we best acknowledge and address public comments, including 
those who are in favor of data centers and those who have expressed 
concerns? 

2. Are there specific operational impacts the City should prioritize? 
3. Which, if any, standards should relate only to data centers and no 

other uses? 
4. What additional technical information is needed before making 

recommendations? 
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OVERVIEW OF EXISTING AND POTENTIAL STANDARDS FOR DATA CENTERS 
General Zoning Standards 

Existing City Standards Existing Federal/State Standards Standards from Other Cities Questions/Comments 
Permitted only in the I-2, Heavy 
Industrial Zoning District, which is 
for heavy industrial uses that 
require isolation from other 
districts (Sec 12-230) 

None Many limit data centers to 
industrial districts and require a 
conditional use permit or a 
Planned Unit Development overlay 
 
Monticello:  requires a Data Center 
PUD District 

Cities that specifically regulate 
data centers often do so through a 
CUP or PUD.  Performance 
standards and specific use 
standards can cover the standards 
that would be attached to a 
conditional use permit if covered 
properly. 

Minimum building setbacks: 
Front- 25 feet 
Rear – 15 feet (50 feet if abutting 
residential district or use) 
Side – 15 feet (50 feet if abutting 
residential district or use) (Table 
12-2) 
 
Parking:   
Front : 10 feet 
Rear and side:  5 feet 
Abutting residential:  50 feet (Table 
12-2) 

None Setbacks vary greatly from under 
100 feet to 1,000 feet – some cities 
measure setbacks from structure 
to structure, some from districts, 
some from property lines – some 
require greater setbacks for 
generators, cooling equipment, 
substations 
 
Monticello:  All setbacks from 
buildings with fully screened 
mechanical equipment must be a 
minimum of 100 feet from 
agriculture, commercial, and 
industrial, 200 feet from 
residential, mixed-use, and parks – 
if equipment is not fully screened, 
then 100 feet from industrial, 200 
feet from commercial and 
agriculture, 500 feet from 
residential and parks 
 
Parking setbacks are generally 25-
50 feet or more – Monticello 
requires 50-150 feet  
 

Structure setbacks from property 
lines and zoning districts are more 
legally defendable than setbacks 
from structures (which can change 
over time).  Likely, the biggest 
setback concern is around backup 
generators, substations, and 
cooling equipment – not so much 
the building.  So the City could 
consider something like 50-foot 
building setbacks from industrial 
and 200-300 feet from other 
districts/property lines – 
generators, cooling equipment, 
substations, 100 feet from 
industrial and 300 feet from other 
districts/property lines 
 
The City should require landscape 
buffers that will require a greater 
parking setback than 5-10 feet.  
The minimum parking setback 
should be perhaps 25 feet from 
industrial and 50 feet or more from 
r/w and other uses 
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Maximum building height: 
65 feet (or 45 feet if within 500 feet 
of a residential district (height may 
be increased through a conditional 
use permit) (Sec 12-60) 

None Height requirements vary.  Most 
communities maintain their 
standard industrial use height 
requirements. 
 
Monticello: 50 feet 

There is likely no need to change 
the City’s height requirements 

Minimum lot area:  one acre None Lot area varies greatly.  Provisions 
like setbacks, lot coverage, etc., 
generally control development 
more than lot area.  Some 
communities may limit large data 
centers to lots of 20 acres or more, 
which can have advantages, like 
helping to limit where data centers 
go and limiting smaller operations, 
like crypto-mining operations on 
small industrial lots near other 
uses, but it can also encourage 
large dta center  

Lot area is not the most important 
provision to control data centers.  
The City could choose to maintain 
a minimum one-acre lot area.  
However, the City has a few I-2 
sites (that likely should be rezoned 
to another I-1 or another district) 
on lots of around one acre that are 
near housing.  Performance 
standards would almost certainly 
prevent these sites from having a 
data center.  Nevertheless, if the 
City were to have a minimum lot 
area of 20 acres or more, it would 
limit data centers to a few areas 
(mostly by I-35, with few houses 
nearby), and it would suggest that 
the data centers would be 
relatively large 

Minimum lot width:  100 feet (Table 
12-2) 

None Similar to lot area, lot width varies 
considerably.   

If the City were to require a 
minimum lot area of 20 acres or 
more, it would likely increase the 
minimum lot width to 500 feet or 
so. 

Maximum ground area covered by 
all structures:  60% of  the lot area 
(Sec 12-250) 
 
No minimum Floor Area Ratio 
(FAR) required for industrial  

None Many communities are more 
concerned about impervious 
coverage than building coverage – 
75-85% max. impervious coverage 
is common 
 
Monticello:  Min FAR of 0.25 

The City should strike a balance 
that allows sufficient landscape 
buffers and setbacks, while still 
allowing efficient use of land.  A 
70-85% max impervious coverage 
with a minimum FAR of 0.20-0.25 
is reasonable – the FAR may not be 
necessary 
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Noise Standards 
Existing City Standards Existing Federal/State Standards Standards from Other Cities Questions/Comments 
Cannot create noise in such an 
amount or with such a recurrence 
or at such time of day to constitute 
a hazardous condition or as to 
reasonably interfere with use and 
enjoyment of property by any 
person of normal sensitivities or 
otherwise as to create a public 
nuisance.  Must comply with 
MPCA noise regulations (sec. 6-
370) 

MPCA standards – fairly detailed 
standards related to decibel levels 
– little to no standards related to 
low-frequency humming that does 
not exceed decibel levels (similar 
issues with highway noise, etc.) 

Many cities require annual third-
party testing to demonstrate 
compliance – some require full 
enclosure of generators, etc. 
 
Monticello:  Must meet MPCA 
standards – must also conduct a 
noise study before operation of the 
data center – if noise exceeds 
standards, measures must be 
implemented to meet MPCA 
standards – limits generator 
testing to 8AM to 5PM Monday 
through Friday 

Following established MPCA 
standards is defensible – requiring 
annual third-party testing is 
reasonable – setting generator 
testing times is reasonable 
 
Regulating data centers often 
requires tradeoffs – for example, 
air-cooled data centers use less 
water, but are louder and have the 
low-frequency humming 
 
Noise appears to be a public 
concern – most I-2 Districts of 20 
acres or more are near I-35, which 
already has low-frequency noise 
 
City could add language to 
“reasonably” mitigate noise 
through enclosures, berming, 
location, etc. 

Lighting Standards 
Existing City Standards Existing Federal/State Standards Standards from Other Cities Questions/Comments 
Cannot create light or glare in such 
an amount as to constitute a 
hazardous condition or 
unreasonably interfere with the 
use and enjoyment of property by 
any person of normal sensitivities 
(Sec. 6-340) 
 
Lighting cannot be over ½ 
footcandle at the closet residential 
property line and five footcandles 
at the street curb or non-
residential property. 

MS 16B.328 has very general 
language about outdoor lighting – 
encourages cities to follow 
national models (like IES) 

Varies  
 
Monticello:  0.0 footcandles at 
property line abutting residential, 
public, parks – source cannot be 
closer than 50 feet from property 
line 

Likely should explicitly require full 
cutoff fixtures 
 
Should consider dark-sky 
ordinances for all uses throughout 
the city 
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2,000 lumens maximum if not a 
cutoff fixture or over 15 feet 

Air Emissions Standards 
Existing City Standards Existing Federal/State Standards Standards from Other Cities Questions/Comments 
All uses shall comply MPCA 
standards (Sec 6-390) 

MPCA standards and federal 
standards 

Mostly refer to state/federal air 
quality standards 

Following MPCA standards is most 
defensible – could potentially add 
general language 

Water Usage and Cooling Systems 
Existing City Standards Existing Federal/State Standards Standards from Other Cities Questions/Comments 
City Staff reviews the water 
demands for all projects to 
determine if there is sufficient 
water for the proposed use 

State requires appropriation 
permits for over 100 million gallons 
of water per year. 

Some cities require closed-loop or 
air-cooled systems to minimize 
water usage 

Cooling technologies involve 
multiple tradeoffs – air-cooled 
uses the least amount of water but 
is also the loudest – the City 
should have standards that apply 
to all cooling and water use 

Electric Use 
Existing City Standards Existing Federal/State Standards Standards from Other Cities Questions/Comments 
The City does not regulate electric 
rates 

Minnesota adopted legislation with 
the intent that large electric 
consumers bear the cost of 
electrical infrastructure and 
energy costs rather than 
residential consumers 
 
The new legislation requires 
utilities to offer clean-energy tariff 
structures for data centers with 
the goal of 100% clean electricity 
standard by 2040 
 
The new legislation eliminated the 
sales tax exemption for data center 
electricity use 

Most cities do not control electric 
utilities 

The MN PUC and utilities are 
responsible for electric utility 
costs – however, the intent of MN 
law is to protect existing 
customers from subsidizing new 
large load consumers 

Building and Site Design Standards 
Existing City Standards Existing Federal/State Standards Standards from Other Cities Questions/Comments 
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Architecturally finished materials 
required (Sec 12-80) 

None Some have stringent building 
material requirements that apply 
to all buildings 

Building materials do not seem to 
be a major concern related to data 
centers, except certain materials 
could help reduce noise more than 
other materials 

The City has extensive landscaping 
and screening requirements for all 
industrial uses (Sec 4-125) 

None Some cities require additional 
landscaping and screening, 
including berms. 

Landscaping has many benefits 
beyond aesthetics – in addition, 
berms can help with noise – the 
city could potentially expand 
landscaping standards 

Sustainability Standards 
Existing City Standards Existing Federal/State Standards Standards from Other Cities Questions/Comments 
The City has promoted 
sustainability but has not adopted 
specific sustainability standards 

New state legislation requires 
large-scale data centers to obtain 
recognized sustainability 
standards within three years of 
service or that the state could 
clawback any benefits the state 
provides 

Some cities have adopted specific 
sustainability standards 

Although the state administers to 
states new sustainability 
standards, the City could require 
that the City receive the reports – 
the City could potentially adopt 
stricter standards – standards 
should be defensible – the state 
standards may be acceptable – the 
City could add general language 
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Data Center Performance Standards  
Initial Planning Commission Discussion 

May 18, 2026 

Purpose 

On April 6, 2026, the Planning Commission recommended that the City 
Council amend the City’s Unified Development Ordinance (UDO) to define 
data centers and allow them as a permitted use in the I-2, Heavy Industrial 
District.  The Planning Commission’s recommendation was based, in part, on 
a recommendation from City Staff and on the condition that the City adopt 
performance standards (or specific use standards) related to data center 
development in the city. 

This work session is not intended to determine whether data centers are 
inherently good or bad, nor whether a specific project should be approved.  
The purpose of this work session is to begin to identify potential data center 
performance standards to help ensure that any future data center operates 
in a manner consistent with community expectations and industrial 
development standards.  More specifically, this work session is intended to 
accomplish the following: 

1. Establish a transparent, fair, and credible review and 
recommendation process; 

2. Summarize expressed concerns from the public and identify potential 
operational impacts of data centers; 

3. Build a shared understanding of what performance standards are 
intended to accomplish and how potential data center performances 
relate to other uses; 

4. Explore possible regulations and performance standards; and  
5. Provide general direction to City Staff to draft ordinance language for 

review at an upcoming Planning Commission meeting. 

The Planning Commission will not take any formal action at this work 
session. 

Ground Rules for Discussion 

Data center development has generated significant discussions around the 
country, state, county, and city.  Some support the benefits of data centers, 
and others have expressed concerns.  Appointed and elected city officials 
likely have various views.  However, we should acknowledge that, regardless 
of our personal views on data centers, we all care about our community.  We 
should not disparage those who express a different point of view.  We need 
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to listen to each other with respect.  When concerns are expressed, we need 
to develop a shared understanding of the concerns, then discuss how we 
might address the concerns in an objective, reasonable, and open manner. 

Background 

Given the extensive publicity around data centers, some may be unclear 
about the status of data centers in Faribault.  The following provides a brief 
summary. 

1. Until the recent development of hyperscale data centers throughout 
the country, many municipalities viewed data centers as permitted 
industrial uses.  Now, some communities are beginning to define and 
regulate data centers. 

2. In 2024, Archer Datacenters explored potential sites to develop a 
data center in Faribault.  They ultimately purchased a property 
immediately south of County Road 9, within the City limits, and 
zoned for I-2, Heavy Industrial use.  City Staff noted that the I-2 
District is the most appropriate district for a data center. 

3. Archer did not request that the City sign a Non-Disclosure Agreement 
(NDA), and the City did not sign an NDA. 

4. The City determined that an Environmental Assessment Worksheet 
(EAW) was required due to potential environmental impacts 
associated with a data center campus.  The City hired a consultant to 
review the EAW.  Archer reimbursed the City for its costs. 

5. The City proactively advertised the EAW and strongly encouraged 
public input.  Archer was transparent with its plans and responded to 
those who had expressed concerns about the potential development.  

6. The City Council reviewed the EAW and found that an Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS) was not needed. 

7. The Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy (MCEA) filed 
multiple lawsuits across Minnesota, arguing that cities failed to 
properly disclose and assess data center impacts.  While Archer and 
the City of Faribault were transparent and actively sought public 
input on the proposed data center, MCEA alleged that the approved 
EAW did not adequately address all environmental impacts of a 
potential data center in Faribault.  The Court ruling is expected by 
mid-June. 

8. Based on a recommendation of the City’s legal counsel, the City 
amended its ordinances to define a data center and identify which 
districts could potentially accommodate a data center use.  
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9. The Planning Commission made a recommendation to the City 
Council to approve a data center definition and allow data centers as 
a permitted use in the I-2, Heavy Industrial District, with an 
understanding that the City would adopt data center performance 
standards. 

10. The Environmental Commission recommended that the City Council 
place a moratorium on data centers to allow the City time to address 
the potential environmental impacts of data centers.  The Council 
decided to delay action on the moratorium request. 

11. The state enacted some legislation related to data centers, but also 
signaled that cities may want to adopt additional standards. 

Potential Performance Standards Discussion Items 

The Planning Commission’s discussion on performance standards should not 
be focused on a particular development proposal (like the potential Archer 
proposal), but rather the performance standards that should apply to all 
potential data center developments.  However, the City could regulate data 
centers based on the context of a particular project. 

Although the Planning Commission can treat data centers as a unique use 
with special performance standards, the Commission should be careful about 
proposing standards that are more restrictive than standards for other uses 
in the Heavy Industrial District.  In other words, the Commission should be 
careful about providing more restrictive noise standards for data centers 
than for a food processing plant, for example. 

The Commission could consider different standards for different levels of 
intensity, for example, data centers under 20 MW. 

The Planning Commission should provide general feedback on the following 
potential performance standards. 

1. Land Use Compatibility and Site Design 
The City’s recent ordinance amendment limits data centers (as 
defined) to the I-2, Heavy Industrial District.  Performance standards 
could include the following: 
▪ Setbacks from residential zoning districts (or potentially uses) 
▪ Additional screening, landscaping, and berming requirements 
▪ Architectural treatment 
▪ Fencing 

2. Noise 
▪ MPCA standards 
▪ Day vs night 
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▪ Generator testing 
▪ Noise studies/ongoing compliance 

3. Lighting 
▪ Dark sky compliance 

4. Water Usage and Cooling System 
▪ DNR approval 
▪ Water conservation vs noise 
▪ Closed loop 

5. Energy 
▪ Substations/screening 
▪ State legislation 

6. Public Infrastructure 
▪ Construction 

7. Emergency Preparedness 
▪ Fire suppression 

8. Enforcement/Ongoing Monitoring 
▪ Third-party monitoring 
▪ Annual reporting 
▪ Modifications 

General Questions 

1. What specific problems are we trying to solve? 
2. Are the potential standards measurable and enforceable? 
3. Are the issues of concern already addressed elsewhere in the 

ordinance or in state rules or statutes? 
4. Should the standards apply universally or relate to each unique site? 
5. Are the standards flexible enough to allow for newer technologies or 

changes to the industry? 
6. How should we balance the need to address the issues while not 

effectively banning all potential data centers? 

Planning Commission Direction to City Staff 

1. How can we best acknowledge and address public comments, including 
those who are in favor of data centers and those who have expressed 
concerns? 

2. Are there specific operational impacts the City should prioritize? 
3. Which, if any, standards should relate only to data centers and no 

other uses? 
4. What additional technical information is needed before making 

recommendations? 

Page 25 of 26



Next Steps 

1. June 1 Work Session.  
▪ Review performance standards from other communities 

(Monticello, for example). 
▪ Initial draft of performance standards. 

2. June 15 public hearing?  (Wanberg will be out of office) 
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