
EFFINGHAM COUNTY INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY 

Project Camellia: Understanding the Process 

Why We're Addressing This Now 

Many residents have asked a fair and legitimate question: why wasn't Project Camellia discussed publicly 

before it was announced? People deserve a straightforward answer, and this document is intended to 

provide one. 

Economic development projects in Effingham County, across Georgia, and nationally remain confidential 

while both the company and the community evaluate the potential opportunity. This is standard practice, 

not something unique to this project. Communities compete with one another for major investment, and 

companies require confidentiality to protect their plans while they compare sites. Rarely, if ever, are these 

projects discussed publicly before an economic development agreement is achieved. 

That does not mean this was a closed process. Once Project Camellia became a viable project, the ECIDA 

brought in county and school leaders because of the significant impact this project could have on the two 

entities and the community. Those leaders spent months researching the project, touring similar facilities 

around the country, and asking tough questions. That work led to unanimous agreement that this is a 

positive development for Effingham County. 

The final decision to proceed rested with an economic development agreement, as required by law. The 

decision was made with substantial input and support from county and school district leadership. 

Strong Guardrails, Not the Status Quo 

County leadership is requiring OpenAI to maintain a level of commitment to our community that exceeds 

what many other data centers have agreed to elsewhere in the country. In addition, the Georgia General 

Assembly and the Georgia Public Service Commission have taken strong statewide action to make sure 

data centers are done responsibly going forward. 

This project is large, and the data center industry has drawn controversy nationally with some of it fueled 

by false or misleading information. That makes it even more important that residents have accurate facts. 

In the coming weeks and months, the ECIDA will continue providing information and updates. Residents 

can follow along at: Projectcamellia.com and Effinghamgateway.com.  

Review, Approval and Accountability  

While Project Camellia successfully met initial requirements to be considered viable, additional 

administrative review is required by county staff and state agencies. This review includes the following:  

# Approval Step What It Covers 

1 Zoning verification 

letters 

Confirms the project is an approved use in its zoning classification, plus a 

second letter confirming approved accessory uses. 

2 DRI application Filed by the county on the applicant’s behalf with the Coastal Regional 

Commission for review. 

3 Water/sewer/reuse 

“will-serve” letter 

Confirms the county can provide these services at the requested quantities 

and sets the requirement for a water and sewer agreement with the county. 

4 Water and sewer 

agreement 

Sets the terms and quantity for providing water, sewer, and water reuse 

service to the site. 



# Approval Step What It Covers 

5 Preliminary site plan 

approval 

Approves the general concept of the site plan and confirms it meets county 

requirements such as setbacks and buffers. 

6 Land Disturbance 

Application (LDA) 

Required for any development over one acre; reviewed by the county and 

the Georgia Soil and Water Commission for soil erosion and stormwater 

compliance. 

7 Development plan 

review 

Full site plan review by county staff, covering wetlands, utilities, buffers, 

stormwater, and zoning conformance. 

8 Building plan review Includes a dedicated fire safety review before construction can proceed. 

9 Building permit 

approval 

Required before construction begins. 

10 Regular inspections Ongoing inspections throughout construction. 

11 Fire safety inspections Conducted prior to occupancy. 

12 Certificate of occupancy Final approval required before the facility can operate. 

Key Protections Negotiated for Effingham County 

The ECIDA specifically requested several commitments from OpenAI aimed directly at addressing the 

concerns residents have raised about data centers: 

• Minimal water use. The future water and sewer agreement will ensure that there will be no 

detrimental impact on the community's water supply. The project’s proposed closed-loop cooling 

system will help reduce the amount of water required on site. Additionally, surface water will serve 

as the source for the project, not water sourced from wells or the Floridan aquifer.  

• No cost to residents for utilities. The company will cover all associated utility costs, and actions by 

the Georgia General Assembly and PSC ensure no impact on electricity prices for residents. 

• Contained footprint. The project is limited to the Savannah Gateway Industrial Hub industrial park, 

minimizing impact on surrounding neighborhoods. 

• Major investment in schools. The tax agreement is structured to maximize local tax revenue, 

providing an average of $32 million per year for the County school district over the next 15 years.  

• Property tax relief for homeowners. The tax agreement will help the county eliminate homestead 

property taxes, saving the average homeowner about $1,000 per year according to data provided by 

the Effingham County Board of Commissioners.  

Staying Informed 

The ECIDA is committed to keeping residents, elected officials, and the media informed as each of these 

approval steps moves forward. Updates will be shared regularly, and residents are encouraged to direct 

questions to the ECIDA or to follow project updates at Projectcamellia.com or Effinghamgateway.com. 
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