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Introduction 
India’s artificial intelligence boom is currently being felt across metropolitan cities in India, with the construction of large datacenters, and rise in investment and government policies to support AI expansion across the country. AI datacenters are temperature controlled buildings that house computing infrastructure. Temperature control is maintained in these buildings through consumption of large amounts of water and electricity, about 7-8 times more than conventional datacenters (MIT News, 2025).  The global AI data center industry is expected to emit 2.5 billion tons of CO2 through 2030, and two-thirds of new datacenters built since 2022 are in areas gripped with high levels of water stress (Reuters, 2024); (Bloomberg, 2025). 
In India, this expansion takes place along industrial corridors in Mumbai, Delhi and Bangalore, which are also the largest destinations for internal climate migrants, and labourers seeking employment (Markets and Markets, 2026). These migrant workers live in informal settlements in close proximity to datacenters, and face water stress, electricity outages and high temperatures (Babu et al, 2025). This essay argues that these negative externalities are a structural product of the development model of datacenters as it invests in infrastructure without providing for surrounding and affected communities. 
The essay develops this argument in three stages. First, we tie the AI data centers with migrant workers settlements, climate justice, and the data heat island effect. We then apply this framework to the case study of the Sify Noida 02 AI-ready and its proximity to the informal settlement of Khora Colony. Third, we extend Schlosberg’s capabilities framework to mobile workers, arguing that procedural justice makes migrant workers invisible. 
Climate and Thermal Justice 
Climate justice is about paying attention to how climate change impacts people differently, unevenly, disproportionately, and redressing the resultant injustices in fair ways, with the goals of reducing exploitation, marginalization and oppression (Sultana, 2022). 
Amidst climate change, urban heat is rising as a global issue. However, heat must not be understood as a natural phenomena, but as something that is produced through social, political and economic processes. Heat producing outdoor built environments are combined with social segregation patterns more likely to put people of color, and people from economically vulnerable backgrounds at risk. Heat is a form of institutionally sanctioned violence, because suffering from heat persists because  institutions such as state policies fail to prevent it (Hamstead, 2023). 
Thermal insecurity is the inability to maintain safe thermal environments, which may have direct or indirect health impacts in the form of tradeoffs across medical, housing, energy and nutrition needs (Hamstead, 2023).  In tandem, thermal justice is the accessibility of all people to opportunities that can achieve safe body temperatures and thermal comfort. It focuses on uneven distribution of negative externalities such as heat emissions from cooling technologies affecting individuals living and working outdoors (Mazzone et al, 2024). Such heat impacts are felt by daily wage workers who work outdoors, and we explore the contribution of AI datacenters to rising urban heat levels and its impact on migrant workers. 
AI data centers and their climate impacts 
A mid-sized data center consumes as much water as a small town, with larger ones requiring up to 5 million gallons of water every day (Gorey, 2025). Fossil fuels and natural gas supply around 56% of the electricity consumed by data centres globally, making it difficult for countries to transition from fossil fuels to a clean energy supply, as they meet both data centres' energy demands and their populations' access to power (Baptista and McDonnell, 2025); (Graham, 2025); (IEA, 2025).  These issues are compounded by low corporate accountability allowing companies to get away with incomplete public emissions information, with emissions from in-house datacenters of Google, Microsoft, Meta and Apple being 7.62 times higher than official tally (Guardian, 2024). 
On the flip side, AI could have positive impacts on the environment. Machine learning can boost the efficiency of energy grids, supply chains and manufacturing processes, help develop protein products to replace environmentally harmful meat and identify species to protect biodiversity (Graham, 2025); (Baptista and McDonnell, 2025). But, these effects do not cancel out the heat impacts of datacenters. 
Data heat island effect is the localized warming caused by large AI data centers due to heat dissipation from computation and cooling systems, with average increase in land surface temperature of 2°C after a data centre began operations; ranging from 0.3 degrees celsius to 9.1 degrees celsius. This effect is felt up to 10 kms away (Marinoni et al, 2026).  
Migrant workers in India 
India’s data center landscape currently comprises more than 150 facilities in  Mumbai, Chennai, Delhi-NCR, and Bengaluru, accounting for 90% of total capacity (Markets and Markets, 2026). The Mumbai–Bangalore corridor has emerged as India's AI backbone, with Microsoft earmarking USD 3.7 billion through 2025 (Mordor Intelligence, 2025). In 2025, data centers consumed 0.5% of India’s electricity and approximately 150 billion liters of water, and are expected to account for 3-5% of India’s total grid load by 2030. However, water scarcity affects 60-80% of data centers, and cooling systems exacerbate the problem, requiring higher focus on infrastructure and sustainability (Markets and Markets, 2026). 
India has no mandatory environmental impact assessment for data centres. Large data centres can currently be planned and built without any assessment of their long-term impact on water, energy, or emissions (BOOM, 2026). India’s regulatory approach remains largely incentive-driven and nonprescriptive, relying on state-level industrial policies (CEEW, 2026). India’s draft National Data Centre Policy (2020) was never finalized, and the revised draft (2025) treats sustainability as incentive, not a requirement (Niti for states, 2025). This exclusion of communities who bear the cost of regulation from the decision making process is procedural injustice (Schlosberg, 2007).  
Areas with the upcoming centers are also migration hotspots. Mumbai has the highest migrant inflow nationally with 1.7 million migrants, followed by Delhi at 1.4 million, and Bengaluru (Mishra et al., 2025). Climate model projections show that the major migration hotspots in India will witness an increased risk of extreme heat stress in the future, enhanced by urban heat island effect (Zhang,Cao, et al., 2023). Migrant workers already face occupational heat exposure leading to dehydration, kidney disease, and mental illnesses (Lara et al, 2025), and are vulnerable to involuntary immobility during heat stress periods due to socioeconomic or structural barriers (Mishra et al, 2025). 
Every degree Celsius increase in wet bulb temperature was associated with a fall in gross earnings of informal sector workers by 13 percentage points (Das & Somanathan, 2024). These are gross violations of distributive justice, recognitional justice and capability based justice (Schlosberg, 2007)  as migrant workers face a lack of fair allocation of exposure to risks, invisibilization in the current political system, and lack of access to basic capabilities of health and bodily integrity. 
Frameworks and Analysis 
Schlosberg's capabilities framework was developed in dialogue with indigenous and settled communities, with the mention of ‘local' economic practices being disrupted as climate change affects community function, leading climate justice being defined in tandem with territorial communities with collective functioning (Schlosberg, 2012). It assumes people have a stable relationship to a place, and has not been applied to people in movement. These people in movement are conceptualized as migrant workers for this essay. AI data centres built across India's major urban corridors creating thermal, water, and energy stress that will fall on migrant workers with unstable mobility. These are  produced by the same extractive capitalism that drives data centre expansion and renders workers invisible to the climate justice frameworks.
Migrant workers' capabilities are disrupted first through climate change related events in their home regions, impacting their livelihoods and health, and second through the data heat island effect in informal settlement conditions in the destination city, diminishing their capability to maintain thermal security. A migrant worker has either been forced to move due to loss of livelihoods because of climate change, or in search of better economic opportunities. Migrant workers are more likely to live in slums or informal settlements without access to basic amenities such as electricity (Babu et al, 2025). Their claim to the informal settlements or slums is low because they could be illegal squatters or renters, without legal identification or ties to the area they move to in search of work. This is the climate governance gap, because these people cannot exercise thermal rights at their place of origin, or the various destinations they inhabit for work. 
While capabilities and climate justice approaches have been applied to climate displacement, refugee mobility, and environmental migration (Ionesco, Gemenne, and Zickgraf, 2017); (Klepp and Chavez-Rodriguez 2018), these approaches do not include domestic circular labour migrants who are continuously mobile, rather than displaced by a single event. My framework extends Schlosberg's approach to peoples whose capabilities are threatened while in movement, like mobile labourers and migrant workers. 
I argue that the mobile worker requires ‘thermal capability’ which is the right to a thermally liveable environment. Migrant workers living in informal settlements near datacenters face absence of cooling mechanisms, which is a deprivation of their capabilities. 
The trapping framework describes people who cannot move away from climate risk because of poverty or social ties (Black et al., 2011; Zickgraf, 2019). I apply this framework in the opposite direction, to people who have already moved, and are trapped at the destination. 
The right to thermal capabilities is hindered by infrastructure and immobility. After being displaced to cities by climate change related events, migrant workers staying in informal settlements are exposed to heat generated from datacenters that they have contributed to building, and they cannot leave due to financial/social constraints. Migrant workers are made immobile by the same forces that provide businesses unlimited mobility to move across borders and set up wherever regulation is the lowest. 
This framework addresses the violation of migrant workers rights to move freely from place to place, and to have good body health (Nussbaum, 202). Thermal capabilities add to this framework as the right to a stable thermal environment is assumed under control over one’s environment, but this right is not always given to migrant workers who cannot control working hours, conditions or access to cooling. These violations arise from the settlements being around industrial zones in destination cities because  of employment opportunities. I explore the intersection of data heat islands with heat stressed semi urban slum corridors. 
A Case Study: Greater Noida 
The Sify Noida 02 corridor illustrates the thermal injustice framework. It is a case of institutionally sanctioned violence as the state's regulatory choices produce the conditions of heat exposure. Sify Noida 02 AI-ready campus in Sector 132 Noida corridor, which is surrounded by informal settlements in Sector 62– 63 Noida belt and Khora Colony. The datacenter boasts three towers with a combined IT capacity of 78 MW. Using standard estimates that a 1 MW data center consumes 26 million liters of water annually, Sify’s two centers combined could be using around 3.64 billion liters of freshwater every year (Climate Watch, 2025). They are also in the 5-6 km radius of 10 other datacenters facilities.  
A 2009 experiment in Delhi revealed that major urban heat island zones in Delhi were commercial centres and densely populated residential areas, which included Noida (Mohan et al., 2009). Here, labourers and construction workers bear the major brunt of the heat, despite producing just 9 per cent of New Delhi’s output, they account for one-third of the city’s losses due to labour-intensive activities and 60 per cent of working hours spent outdoors (Sprf,  2024).  
However, the surrounding areas, namely Khora colony, is considered ‘Asia’s biggest labour colony’. It is an intensely dense colony which is home to a labouring population ranging from factory workers, guards, domestic helps, auto-rickshaw drivers, rag pickers, scrap dealers and collectors (Dubey, 2017). Datacenter construction in India requires civil work, cooling infrastructure and electrical work coincides with the type of informal migrant workers in Khora colony. We establish that datacenters exist here because of cheap labour, land and electricity access. Informal settlements exist here because informal settlements form around industrial zones offering employment, these are not independent location decisions, but produced through the non-neutrality of infrastructure creating new processes of extraction through uneven development (Arboleda, 2020). At the same time, exponential population growth has not been supplemented by increased access to basic amenities of water, sewer and power (Dubey, 2017). 
The majority of houses are three to four storey buildings rented out to labourers owing to low rent (Times of India, 2025). The area faces severe infrastructure issues, including narrow lanes, poor drainage, garbage accumulation, and significant water quality issues (Dubey, 2017). That groundwater level has plunged from 120 feet in the early 2000s to about 600 feet today, forcing residents to rely on expensive water tankers and endure pump failures. Residents of Galli No. 25, a cramped street opposite the Sify facilities, receive piped water from the government and rely less on borewells (Climate Watch, 2025); (Whalesbook, 2025). The borewells run dry while datacenters are able to access the infrastructure to have a continuous water supply, and the choice of who is excluded from this infrastructure (informal settlements) and who is included (datacenters) is where Arboleda’s (2020) political struggle lies, with communities battling dispossession and environmental risk. 
Yet, state ambitions remain high, as the UP government unveiled the Uttar Pradesh Data Center Policy 2021, a five-year framework to develop a 900 MW data center industry across the state. The policy also aims to establish at least eight private data center parks (Climate Watch, 2025). The Uttar Pradesh government's Data Center Policy 2021 encourages investment but is vague on water sourcing, promising “24X7” water supply without detailing sustainability (Whalesbook, 2025). We note that the UP government here has the power to mandate environmental impact assessments, include Khora colony in Noida’s heat action plan and provide drinking water as relief to the residents, but it has chosen not to, reinforcing heat as a form of institutionally sanctioned violence. 
The lack of green spaces, high density of informal settlements, and increased concrete surfaces cause and compound the urban heat island effect. The data heat island effect thus is building on already growing temperatures. A land surface temperature increase in the 2°C–5°C range can be expected through the data heat island effect on top of high summer temperatures of 43-45 degrees celsius, making working conditions unsafe for outdoor labour. These workers are not trapped by poverty alone, they are trapped by the structure of datacenter infrastructure and laws in India, which reward adjacency to cheap labour corridors and lax environmental regulation. 
This leads to a double deprivation of thermal capabilities as the surrounding infrastructure raises temperatures, which kicks in the body’s main thermoregulatory mechanism - sweating (dependent on hydration) (Oscilla et al, 2023) but depleting groundwater levels simultaneously reduces availability of drinking water. This prevents external and internal thermal regulation for the citizens in these areas, as the environment is hotter but individual capacity to respond and adapt is low. 
This thermal injustice is defined by location and infrastructure, as the informal settlements cannot access the same infrastructure that gives water supply to data centers, and the governance mechanisms do not address the impacts borne by surrounding communities, making them invisible. 
What needs to change
Helping migrant workers build resilience to thermal injustice is a band-aid solution to a system that creates immobility and expects labour to absorb the negative externalities of development. The procedural justice failure of no environmental impact assessment or inclusion of communities in decisions that impact their lives can be addressed by environmental impact assessment bodies that aggregate the impacts of datacenter corridors and help resolve community grievances, because no single impact assessment will capture the impact of 10 datacenters in 5-6kms radius. 
The distributive justice failure of informal settlements like Khora colony bearing negative externalities of datacenter operations while the benefits of AI technology and advanced digital infrastructure are borne to the state and skilled workforces. This could be remedied by a community care agreement tied into datacenter establishment laws that ensure communities basic needs are not eroded. Recognitional justice failure of informal settlements and migrant workers being invisible to governance mechanisms can be addressed by mandatory inclusion of the above in urban planning, including heat action plans. 
Additionally, meagre government schemes do not help because most welfare programmes in India require proof of residence, domicile and formal identification to receive benefits, and migrant workers in movement are excluded from these. To effectively address the above described issues, governance reform including but not limited to temperature limits on construction work, water access to informal settlements, and legal recognition of migrant workers across different regions is necessary. 
The State Environment Impact Assessment Authorities conduct EIAs but data centers are not required  under the Environment Impact Assessment Notification 2006 or its amendments (Down to Earth, 2023). We suggest a modification to include communities in the EU’s Energy Efficiency Directive 2023, which requires datacenters to report energy consumption, water usage and use of renewable energy and assess feasibility of a net zero transition, as a baseline legal requirement (Widuto, 2025).
Limitations and Further Research 
There has been no primary data collection or empirical evidence of land surface temperature rise in Khora colony. We recommend further research using remote sensing data to test this claim. Similarly, primary data collection in the form of interviews of Khora colony residents and lived experiences would further substantiate this argument. This argument is currently examined only in the context of Noida, in India. We recommend further research in areas with different geographical and labour dispositions such as Mumbai and Bengaluru to extend the generalizability of these claims. 
Conclusion
Urban poverty experienced in informal settlements is not coincidental, but a form of thermal injustice experienced by people not included in the overnance systems. The right to a thermally secure environment is tied to a person, not a place. The structuring of data center infrastructure draws in labour for construction, generates excessive heat during operations and provides no protection or alternatives for migrant workers to survive. This injustice is brought to the forefront of the climate justice argument by extending Schlosberg’s climate justice argument to mobile workers and adding thermal security to it.
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