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North Carolina is experiencing an 

unprecedented boom in data center 

development and market activity. 

This boom may appear to be a 

spontaneous event; however, it is the 

result of a number of key moments; 

some planned and some fortuitously 

unintentional. 

 

Textiles & Manufacturing  

North Carolina began building its 

textile and manufacturing industries 

in the early 1800s, and by the 1920s, 

had established itself as a center for 

the industries in the United States.  

 

North Carolina maintained its 

dominance through most of the  

20th century. By the 21st century, a 

combination of free trade regulations 

and fierce price competitions from 

other countries gave way to the 

steady relocation of these industries 

overseas. 

 

Infrastructure & New Ideas 

For nearly 200 years, the state 

developed a diverse and robust 

infrastructure designed to fit the 

massive power, water, and sewer 

demands of the textile and 

manufacturing industries.  

 

With their departure, this sturdy and 

vast system throughout the state 

needed a new purpose; something 

long lasting that could readily 

embrace the growing technological 

needs of the 21st century. 

The Research Triangle Park 

In the latter half of the 20th century, a 

group of North Carolina’s best 

political, economic, and academic 

leaders gathered to forge a new 

future for the area, rooted in research 

and development.  

 

This resulted in the development of 

the Research Triangle Park; a 7,000 

acre parcel of land that is home to 

more than 170 companies. The area 

became a nationally recognized 

community for technology, research 

and development, and a highly 

ranked collegiate university system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bridging the Ages 

As the Research Triangle Park 

expanded and more technology jobs 

began locating to North Carolina, 

economic development groups 

sought out new opportunities to 

utilize the growing technology 

industry. As the search moved 

westward within the state, the 

massive infrastructure that once fed 

the textile and manufacturing 

industries was rediscovered.   

 

The power, water, and sewer 

infrastructure in place was designed 

to accommodate the needs of those 

older industries, but the old 20th 

century “power hogs” inadvertently 

laid the groundwork for a new age. It 

was time to expand and repurpose 

this infrastructure to be better suited 

for a new industry, with a head-start 

not available to most states. 

 

Tax Incentives & Pioneering 

Someone had to be first. Someone 

always has to be the first. When 

Daniel Boone first crossed over the 

Appalachian Mountains, or when 

Lewis and Clark first explored the 

west, there was an inherent risk of 

the unknown.  

 

North Carolina faced a new 

challenge. The state knew there was 

a ripe new opportunity developing, 

and there was corporate interest, but 

being new comes with a unique 

problem: convincing someone to be 

first. State and local officials needed 

more, so they made a push to support 

a tax incentive structure designed to 

tip the scales in an effort to attract 

data center initiatives and lay claim 

to their own industry pioneers. 
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Google 

In 2007, North Carolina landed its 

first pioneer. Two years in the 

making, Google announced plans to 

construct a data center complex in 

Caldwell County, located in the 

northwestern part of the state.  

 

A $600 million investment in the 

complex, Google’s community 

involvement, job creation, local tech 

training, and long-term commitment 

to the region were the tipping points 

the state needed to see potential 

growth, and further pursue the data 

center industry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Apple & Facebook 

The deal that brought Google to 

North Carolina hinged upon adapting 

important tax incentive legislation to 

be more beneficial for data center 

initiatives. Additionally, the Google 

announcement put North Carolina on 

the map in the greater data center 

marketplace. 

 

By 2009, substantial tax incentive 

legislation was in place and North 

Carolina was moving forward. It was 

ready to announce that it had landed 

another major corporation: Apple.  

The announcement of Apple’s 

iCloud data center in Maiden, North 

Carolina marked the first billion 

dollar data center investment to land 

in the state. The 500,000 SF data 

center is accompanied by a 200 acre, 

40MW solar farm, and 50 Bloom 

boxes, generating 10 MW of energy. 

 

While the Apple data center plans 

were being announced, a separate 

deal was in the works further south 

in Rutherford County. In 2011, 

Facebook announced it was coming 

to the state, with plans to build a 

900,000 SF data center campus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Isothermal Belt 

Like others before it, the Facebook 

data center implemented a cost-

saving and environmentally friendly 

system for cooling the data center. 

Facebook began using ambient air 

technology, which does not use 

typical air conditioning methods.  

 

The system pulls outside air into the 

building, passing through filters, and 

is then channeled appropriately to 

serve the cooling needs of the 

facility year-round, even during the 

typically warmer summer months. 

How was this possible? Scientists 

discovered that the western corridor 

of North Carolina fell within an area 

known as the Isothermal Belt. This 

geographic corridor benefits from a 

more equitable climate and favorable 

year-round temperatures than other 

regions in the country that fall within 

comparable altitudes and latitudes. 

Simply put, nature provided an ideal 

year-round cooling mechanism. 

 

Climatologists also found that the 

region was at a low risk of natural 

disasters, which, if unaccounted for, 

can prove crippling for data centers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Infrastructural Landscape 

Growth begets growth. It’s one of 

the more fundamental cause and 

effect paradigms. As a child grows, 

so must the organs required to 

sustain life. As a plant grows, so 

must the roots in order to acquire the 

necessary nutrients from the soil. 

 

As the textile and manufacturing 

industries of the 20th century were 

rapidly growing, so was the water 

and sewer infrastructure in the state. 

Between 1920 and 1965, the number 

of public water systems in the state 
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Google announces $600  
million data center complex 
in Caldwell County 

Apple announces  
$1 Billion data  
center in Catawba County 

Facebook announces 900,000 SF 
data center complex  
in Rutherford County 

WiPro/Infocrossing 
announces 215,000 SF 
data center in Cleveland  
County 

Time Warner Cable  
announces national  
data center 

AT&T  
announces 900,000 SF data  
center in Cleveland County 

Bed Bath & Beyond announces 
                      new data center in  
                      Catawba County 

Disney announces 150,000 SF 
          in Cleveland County 

      American Express continues 
construction on 495,000 SF data  
center in Guilford County 
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increased from 132 to 1,470. This 

was achieved through federal and 

state funding, but the need was 

driven by a combination of growing 

public and industrial requirements. 

 

In conjunction with the growing 

water and sewer infrastructure, an 

increased demand in power supply 

from the burgeoning textile and 

manufacturing industries within the 

rural communities of North Carolina 

ensued. In order to retain their 

presence within the state, the power 

supply needed to be both abundant 

and cost effective. 

 

Duke Energy 

Duke Energy got its start in the early 

1900s, and quickly saw the growing 

need for widely available power in 

the region. By 1904, they built their 

first power plant to support the 

Victoria Cotton Mills in Rock Hill, 

South Carolina. 

 

Duke Energy has grown significantly 

since the end of World War II. In 

2012, the company became the 

largest electric utility in the United 

States. Duke energy has 60 power 

plants in North Carolina with an 

electricity generating capacity of 

over 50,000 MW.  

 

Data Center Power 

Data centers use roughly 30 billion 

watts of electricity worldwide, nearly 

the equivalent of 30 nuclear power 

plants.  

 

An individual data center can use 

anywhere between 10 and 100 times 

the amount of electricity than that of 

a regular building of comparable 

size. It is often the starting point 

during the data center site selection 

process: Power. 

Once again, thanks in large part to 

the presence and needs of the textile 

and manufacturing industries of the 

19th and 20th centuries, Duke Energy 

already had a large, powerful, and 

diverse footprint in place, perfectly 

suited to feed the data center 

industry, which had taken hold as the 

power consumer of the 21st century. 

 

Cost, Stability, & Incentives 

With the power component being so 

critical to the site selection process, 

competitive pricing in the market is 

essential. The company sharpened its 

offerings to be more attractive to the 

data center industry. Duke Energy is 

able to provide abundant, low cost 

power, with rates ranging between 

$0.04 and $0.05 per kWh for high 

load customers, beating the national 

average by 20-30%. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With 45% nuclear power generation 

and a diverse portfolio that includes 

a renewable energy blend, Duke 

Energy’s power supply provides a 

significantly balanced stability. 

 

Duke Energy’s NC Rider EC credit 

program was the final piece of the 

puzzle. This incentive program 

offers new companies to the state a 

credit of up to four years for 

qualifying data center projects. 

Connectivity 

As the data center market widened, 

fiber connectivity within the state 

grew exponentially. Rural areas were 

experiencing access to technology 

surpassing availabilities to rural 

markets in other regions.  

 

North Carolina grew as a gateway 

for data center traffic in the eastern 

United States due to the increased 

fiber diversity, redundancies, and 

expansion capabilities. 

 

A New Industry Leader 

A region once in need of a 

broadened identity found a thriving 

industry. Since 2007, North Carolina 

has gone from non-existent in the 

data center world to an industry 

leader, whose approach has been 

used as a model for other states.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It isn’t exactly an overnight success 

story. Born in the textiles and 

manufacturing industries, the North 

Carolina data center boom was an 

event 200 years in the making. 

 

 
Five 9s Digital is a data center real estate 

company based out of Charlotte, North 

Carolina. The illustrations and contents of 

this article were prepared by Joshua Price. 

For more information, please visit the  

Five 9s Digital website listed below. 

N O R T H   C A R O L I N A ‘ S 
D A T A   C E N T E R   B O O M 

Joshua Price – December, 2012 

3 of 3 

2007 

2009 

2010 

2011 2012 

North Carolina Data Center Growth 
Major Announcements Since 2007 


