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Minnesota Environmental Quality Board   VIA E-MAIL (cover letter & petition) 
520 Lafayette Road North      
Saint Paul, MN  55155 
 
October 20, 2025 
 
Eric Johnson 
Community Development Director 
5105 Maple Grove Road 
Hermantown, MN 55811 
eric.johnson@hermantownmn.com 
 
RE: Petition for an Environmental Assessment Worksheet for the Hermantown Data Center Project 
 
Dear Eric Johnson, 
 
The Environmental Quality Board (EQB) received a petition on 10/17/2025 requesting that an 
Environmental Assessment Worksheet (EAW) be prepared for the project described in the petition, and 
on 10/21/2025 the EQB determined that the City of Hermantown is the appropriate governmental unit 
to decide the need for an EAW.   
 
All requirements for Minnesota’s Environmental Review Program, including when review is required and 
when review is exempt can be found in Minnesota Rules, chapter 4410.  Please note, a project may not 
be started, and a final governmental decision may not be made to grant a permit, approve a project, or 
begin a project, until a decision has been made for this petition. Project construction includes any 
activities which directly affect the environment, including preparation of land. 
 
The procedures to be followed in making the decision on the enclosed petition (EAW need decision) are 
found in part 4410.1100. Key points in the procedures include: 
 

1. As the designated RGU, you are required to decide the need for preparation of an EAW, 
considering the evidence presented by the petitioners or otherwise known to you about the 
nature and location of the project. In making your decision, you should consider the evidence 
submitted and take into account the factors listed in part 4410.1700, subpart 7. Note that these 
procedures require that a record of decision, including specific findings of fact, be maintained. 

 
2. You have 15 working days from the date of the receipt of this petition to decide on the need for 

an EAW.  (See part 4410.1100.) 
- For RGU decisions made by a board, council, or other body which meets on a periodic 

basis, the time period may be extended by the RGU for an additional 15 days.  
- For RGU decisions not made by a board, council, or other body, the RGU may request an 

extension from the EQB of up to an additional 15 days.  
 

3. You must provide written notification of your final decision to the proposer, the petitioners' 
representative, and the EQB, within 5 working days of that decision.  

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/4410/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/4410.1100/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/4410.1700/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/4410.1100/
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a. To notify the EQB of your decision on the need for an EAW, please email 
env.review@state.mn.us. The EQB requests that you include a copy of your record of 
decision, including instances where environmental review is mandatory, voluntary, or 
exempt. 
 

4. When notices of decision are sent to EQB, please ensure that:  
a. Decisions have undergone all foreseeable and applicable local administrative processes.  
b. The representative providing notices is authorized to do so on behalf of your 

responsible unit of government.  
 

5. Should you have any concerns about the timelines for final decisions and the timing of any 
needed processes, please contact the EQB as soon as possible.  
 

6. If for any reason you are unable to act on the petition at this time (e.g., no application has yet 
been filed or the application has been withdrawn or denied), the petition will remain in effect 
for a period of one year and must be acted upon prior to any final decision concerning the 
project identified in the petition. It is recommended that you notify in writing both the 
petitioners’ representative and the EQB if you are unable to act on the petition at the time it is 
received. 
 

Notice of the petition and its assignment to your unit of government will be published in the EQB 
Monitor on October 28, 2025. 
 
If you have any questions or need any assistance, please do not hesitate to contact us at 
env.review@state.mn.us or 651-757-2873. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Sarah Lerohl 

Sarah Lerohl 
Environmental Review Program 
Environmental Quality Board 

cc:  Richard Ek, Petitioners’ Representative 
        
 

mailto:env.review@state.mn.us
mailto:env.review@state.mn.us


 

 

 

 

 

 



Petition introduction  
This petition is being submitted to request the preparation of an EAW for the project Hermantown 

Hyperscale Data Center t (i.e., Hermantown Industrial AUAR). Those that have signed, support the 

information provided within the petition and believe that because of the nature or location of the 

proposed project there may be potential for significant environmental effects. 

Petition Purpose. Unclear project description in AUAR. The Hermantown Hyperscale Data Center 

(previously submitted as Hermantown Industrial AUAR (1) received review by the EQB September 2025.  

However, petitioners are requesting the EQB to complete full EIS review on the project.  The Project 

Description (see AUAR Section 6) included communication service facility equipment (as defined by the 

City of Hermantown).   Specifically, in the AUAR stated “One scenario is evaluated in the AUAR, as 

outlined in Table 1. The scenario includes multiple buildings for a total of 1.8 million square feet of 

proposed light industrial development. These light industrial uses typically involve office space, 

warehousing, and communication service facility equipment (as defined by the City of Hermantown).”  

The term communication service facility in the State of Minnesota includes service to the blind, 

emergency personnel, and equipment used to ensure public safety.  The term “one scenario” is also 

unclear and non-specific.  When the AUAR was submitted, data were requested from the City of 

Hermantown to clarify the actual project.  The comment period for the AUAR closed prior to the City of 

Hermantown clarification that the communication service facility was instead a hyperscale data center.   

Thus, the petitioners assert that the comment period for the AUAR was insufficient due to 1) the 

unclear project description and 2) failure of the City of Hermantown to clarify the project through the 

data information request.  Petitioners also assert that the AUAR is null and void as the project 

description to include terms “hyperscale data center” were not included in the proposal. Thus, the 

true nature of the project was occluded from the public, and possibly, the EQB until after the review 

occurred.  Additionally, the AUAR omitted EAW template question “describe project expansion”.  The 

submitted AUAR describes area Level 1 Study Area and Level 2 Study Area (1, page 93) showing 

possible intent of project expansion.  

Timing. The project was first identified as a data center in St. Louis County planning and zoning meeting 

minutes September 16 (2), after the AUAR was submitted.  The comment period for the AUAR was 

September 23- 30, 2025, and the AUAR was adopted by the City of Hermantown October 6, 2025.  Re-

zoning is scheduled October 20, 2025 and permitting is October 21, 2025 (3).  As such, given these 

timing details and inaccurate project description, petitioners are requesting EIS review with accurate 

nomenclature of hyperscale data center (400 acres, 1.8 million square feet) to be included in the 

submission EIS documents and project description.  The comment period should be 30 days.    

Conflict of Interest of RGU. The RGU needs to be reassigned to the State of Minnesota.  The City of 

Hermantown staff, including the city administrator and the economic development director, St. Louis 

County Commissioners, and the WLSSD water district board chair have non-disclosure agreements (NDA) 

with the project owner (yet to be disclosed to the public).  Given the small number of City of 

Hermantown staff, inexperience with Fortune 50 company, and projects of this size, the responsible 

government unit (RGU) could be operating as a government unit (GU), or proxy, of the Fortune 50 



company.  As evidence, the 2045 Hermantown Comprehensive Plan was edited by city staff to include an 

“urban district” without steering committee knowledge (4). 

Petition content  
Items A – E that follow are taken from Minnesota Rules 4410.1100 Subp. 2, which identifies the required 
contents for a petition. Please fill out items A – E below.  
A.Description of the proposed project. 
 
This description should include enough information to properly inform about the type of project and 

provide an understanding of any areas of concern regarding the project’s circumstances or location. 

Type of project. A project of this scale (1.8 million square feet, 400 acres) is twice the square footage of 

the Miller Hill Mall and double the acreage of the University of Minnesota Duluth.  The project is a 

hyperscale data center.  Hyperscale data centers “These massive, warehouse-style facilities have at least 

5,000 servers and can draw over 100 MW of electricity, according to IBM.” (5,6)  Hyperscale data centers 

use yet evolving cooling technology, including air conditioning, water cooling and liquid nitrogen (6). 

Project location. Guidance for data center location is provided by the data center industry.  According 

to (TIA-924-A-2012): 

According to the Telecommunication Industry (TIA-924-A-2012) basic location requirements include 

(7):   “If cooling equipment, generators, fuel tanks, or access provider equipment is situated outside 

the customer space, then this equipment should be adequately secured.  In the Midwest, this also 

means sustaining a 120 MPH wind load. The data center owner will need access to this space 24 

hrs/day, 7 days/week. (This is impossible if the facility is within a ½ mile of a major sporting venue)The 

computer room should not be located directly in close proximity to a parking garageThe site should 

not be located in a 100-year flood plain, near an earthquake fault, on a hill subject to slide risk, or 

downstream from a dam or water tower.The site should not be in the flight path of any nearby 

airports.The site should be no closer than 0.8 km (½ mile) from a railroad or major interstate highway 

to minimize risk of chemical spills.The site should not be within 0.4 km (¼ mile) of a research lab, 

chemical plant, landfill, river, coastline, or dam.The site should not be within 8.0 km (5 miles) of a 

major airport.The site should not be within 0.8 km (½ mile) of a military base.  (This includes National 

Guard armories and reserve unit headquarters)”The site should not be within 1.6 km (1 mile) of 

nuclear, munitions, or defense plants.” A. 100-year floodplain - FEMA Floodplain The Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) National Flood Hazard Layer (NFHL) Viewer5 was reviewed to 

determine if any FEMA 100-year floodplain is located within the study area. Based on FEMA FIRM 

Panel 2707080010B (effective November 18, 1981) the southwestern portion of the Level 1 study 

area is located within Zone A of the FEMA 100-year floodplain. A portion of the Level 2 Study Area is 

also located in Zone A of the FEMA 100-year floodplain.  (1) B. Railroad – In the event of chemical 

spill, there are two sets of railroad tracks that are within ½ of a mile of the projected hyperscale data 

center (8) C. River/Wetland- there are historic 29 wetlands located within the area of the proposed 

hyperscale data center U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) Topographic Map A review of the Adolph, 

Minnesota 7.5-minute topographical quadrangle depicts multiple marshes or swamps throughout the 

study area. The study area is depicted largely as undeveloped land with forested portions throughout. 

A substation is depicted adjacent to the western boundary of the study area. Several structures, 

roadways, and transmission lines (e.g., railroad – content and italics added) are depicted throughout 

the study area. (MnDNR) NWI,1 portions of 12 wetland features or wetland complexes are mapped 

https://www.ibm.com/think/topics/hyperscale-data-center


within the study area. The NWI-mapped features include forested/shrub wetlands (PSS1/D, PSS3Dg), 

freshwater emergent wetlands (PEM1C/x, PEM1D) a freshwater pond wetland (PUBG), and a 

riverine feature (R3UBH). 

 

 

 
The potential environmental effects of hyperscale data centers are numerous.  Energy. The currently 

proposed hyperscale data center of 1.8 million sq feet and 400 acres is one the largest in the Midwest.  

Comparable hyperscale data centers exist in Fargo ND, and Mount Pleasant, WI 

https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2025/massive-data-centers-lay-roots-in-the-ninth-

districtHyperscale data centers The Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy reports, “If all 10 

data centers currently proposed come online, they would consume as much energy as the entire state 

of Minnesota.”  (8)  Water. The water usage in the AUAR is well defined 50,000 gallons of water per 

day.  Additional significant surface water concerns including 29 historic wetland areas are included on 

pages 51-52 of the AUAR (among other pages).  Wetlands “Some wetland impacts including draining, 

filling, cutting, and vegetative removal are expected for the project and the proposer will be required 

to comply with all federal, state, and local wetland requirements (high level estimate is listed in Table 

3: Existing and Proposed Cover Types). This would include wetland mitigation requirements through 

the purchase of wetland banking credits and performing a comprehensive Sequencing Analysis in 

accordance with MN Rules 8420.0520. If wetlands are to be impacted, replacement must abide by St. 

Louis River Watershed Comprehensive Watershed Management Plan Wetland Alteration Standards. 

Wetlands on the southeast portions of the parcel flow should be protected to the extent practicable as 

they provide important ecosystem functions including nutrient infiltration, buffering against 

drought/flood and rearing habitat for larval fish and macroinvertebrates.” Noise. The effects of 

continuously generating wind machines as are needed to cool hyperscale data centers are well known.  

Industry standards for continuously generating wind machines such as wind turbines include 46-49 dB 

at the residence and < 30 dB in the sleeping areas of the residence (9).  Effects of wind turbine sickness 

include insomnia, nausea, dizziness, panic, although infrasound may be below level of conscious 

detection (10,11).  Current City of Hermantown zoning allows for hyperscale data center buildings to 

be within 50 ft of the setback.   Minnesota Pollution Control Agency guidelines do not include 

regulations for continuously generating 24 hours/7days/365 noise.  Low-frequency and infrasound 

travel 2 miles from source and can affect wildlife (9, 12,13). Light. The effects of light pollution (or 

vacillating light) are also known from the wind turbine literature.  Continuous vacillating light is a 



predictor of public health issues as it is associated with community annoyance.  Current Minnesota 

Pollution Control Agency guidelines do not include regulation for continuously generating 24 

hours/7days/365 light pollution across 400 acres.  Although the proposed hyperscale data center 

location is currently zoned rural residential with households affected within the 2 mile radius, the 

current lighting at night includes one gas station in the vicinity.  Air. Diesel-powered backup generators 

are used as to cool servers.  See additional air pollution concerns from data centers here: 

https://ecology.wa.gov/air-climate/air-quality/data-centers

 

SECTION E (see below). 



A. 100-year floodplain - FEMA Floodplain The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 

National Flood Hazard Layer (NFHL) Viewer5 was reviewed to determine if any FEMA 100-year 

floodplain is located within the study area. Based on FEMA FIRM Panel 2707080010B (effective 

November 18, 1981) the southwestern portion of the Level 1 study area is located within Zone A 

of the FEMA 100-year floodplain. A portion of the Level 2 Study Area is also located in Zone A of 

the FEMA 100-year floodplain.  (1, page 38) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



B. Railroad – In the event of chemical spill, there are two sets of railroad tracks that are within ½ of a 

mile of the projected hyperscale data center (1, page 105) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



C. River/Wetland- there are historic 29 wetlands located within the area of the proposed hyperscale 

data center U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) Topographic Map A review of the Adolph, Minnesota 7.5-

minute topographical quadrangle depicts multiple marshes or swamps throughout the study area. 

The study area is depicted largely as undeveloped land with forested portions throughout. A substation 

is depicted adjacent to the western boundary of the study area. Several structures, roadways, and 

transmission lines (e.g., railroad – content and italics added) are depicted throughout the study area. 

(MnDNR) NWI,1 portions of 12 wetland features or wetland complexes are mapped within the study 

area. The NWI-mapped features include forested/shrub wetlands (PSS1/D, PSS3Dg), freshwater 

emergent wetlands (PEM1C/x, PEM1D) a freshwater pond wetland (PUBG), and a riverine feature 

(R3UBH).  The Midway River is a protected trout stream. *Please also see Midway River Watershed  

Protection Study (14)

 



 

D. Letters from Experts.  AUAR Comments from MN DNR, MCEA, League of America, MN 

Pollution Control Agency.    
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