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Why the next era of site activation will be won or
lost on workforce readiness, and what that means
for operators scaling through 2026 and beyond.

For most of the last decade, the constraint on data centre growth was capital and land. That is
changing. The new constraints are power, permission, and people - and of those three, people is
the one that operators most directly control.

This briefing pulls together what we are seeing across the US, EU and UK data centre markets, and
why we believe the playbook for activating and scaling a site is quietly being rewritten. We have
framed it specifically for operators: technical, regulated, scaling fast, and competing for the same
scarce engineering talent as everyone else in the sector.

The headline: as the build-out gets harder to permit and slower to power, the operators who win
will be the ones who can stand up capability fastest and prove it. That is a workforce problem
before it is anything else.
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The ground is shifting under the build-out

The demand story is not in question. In Europe alone, around €176 billion of cumulative data
centre investment is forecast across 2026-2031, and the EU has set a target to triple its capacity
within five to seven years.

The UK has gone further still, formally designating data centres as Critical National Infrastructure
in September 2024, placing them on the same footing as water, energy and emergency services.

€176bn 4x ~710%

Forecast cumulative EU data centre Projected rise in UK data centre Of data centre outages involve
investment, 2026-2031 electricity demand by 2030 (from ~2.5% human error as a contributing
of supply today) factor

But beneath that momentum, three forces are reshaping how, and how quickly, sites can be
activated.

None of them is about demand. All of them change the operating reality for a scaling
operator.
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What's actually changing: Three markets, one direction

UNITED STATES

Sociallicenceis
evaporating

A May 2026 Gallup poll
found ~70% of Americans
now oppose a data centre
being built near them - up
from 47% just months earlier,
and now more opposed than
they are to nuclear plants.
Nearly 70 jurisdictions have
enacted moratoriums.

EUROPEAN UNION

Speed via secrecy &
fast-tracking

Industry successfully lobbied
a confidentiality clause into
2024 EU law shielding
individual site footprints, and
is now pushing to cap
community consultation at
90 days and fast-track
permitting for priority
projects.

Critical infrastructure
status

CNI designation, Al Growth
Zones with streamlined
planning, and a Cyber
Security & Resilience Bill
treating data centres as
critical infrastructure are
raising the bar on resilience,
standards and
accountability.

The pattern is the same everywhere, even where the politics differ.

¢ Inthe US, communities are slowing the build through the ballot box and the planning hearing.

¢ Inthe EU, the industry's response has been to push for faster, quieter permitting: a strategy
that buys speed today but accumulates scrutiny risk for tomorrow.

¢ Andinthe UK, the government has thrown its weight behind growth while simultaneously
raising the regulatory bar through CNI status.

THE READ-ACROSS FORTHE EU & UK

What is playing out in the US (organised local opposition, permitting friction,
infrastructure scrutiny) does not stay in the US. It travels. The EU's secrecy and fast-
track provisions are a tell: the industry sees the same pressure coming and is trying to
engineer around it legislatively. But legislative cover is fragile. The more the build-out
depends on capped consultation and shielded data, the more exposed it becomes
when public sentiment turns, as it has done in the US within the space of a single year.
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Speed-to-activation becomes the battleground

Accenture's 2026 outlook for the sector is blunt about where competition is heading: "Speed
equals revenue, and those who deliver fastest win the market."

Modular construction, standardised design and digital twins are all being deployed to compress
build timelines. But construction is only half the equation. A site built quickly but not operated
safely and consistently from day one is more of a liability than an asset. This is where the sector's
quietest risk sits.

Accenture flags the scramble for skilled trades and operational talent as a top-tier industry
challenge. And the Uptime Institute, drawing on 25 years of data, finds that human error
contributes to roughly two-thirds to four-fifths of data centre outages, most often due to
staff failing to follow procedures or to procedures that were never fit for purpose.

As operators scale across more sites and regions, the thing that most often breaks is the
consistency in how work is understood, distributed, moderated and qualified across a growing
workforce. Procedures only hold when the core enabling capabilities behind doing them
successfully are known, current and evenly distributed.

Ambitious construction timelines are now the norm. Speed equals revenue, and
those who deliver fastest win the market.
Accenture / Soben | Data Center Trends 2026

Put simply, the industry has spent enormous energy compressing the build timeline and
comparatively little compressing the readiness timeline. The operators who close that gap,
who can stand up a competent, qualification-assured, consistently skilled operations
team as fast as they can pour concrete, will have a structural advantage that is very hard
toreplicate.
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From Activation 1.0 to Activation 2.0

The shift we are describing is not abstract. It changes what an activation playbook needs to
contain. Where the old model treated workforce as a downstream hiring exercise, the new one
treats capability as core infrastructure; designed, measured and assured alongside power and

cooling.
ACTIVATION1.0 ACTIVATION2.0
Build to capability; map roles to the skills and

Hire to headcount; fill roles by job title 1 _
qualifications behind them

Quialifications separated from skill - mandatory

Qualifications applied broadly & 4
where safety-critical, transferable everywhere else

defensively

Repeatable, standardised “pathway to operations"

Each new site staffed bespoke, from
deployable anywhere

scratch

Transferable skills unlock adjacent talent & internal
mobility across sites

Talent sourced from scarce, high-cost DC
markets

Readiness measured; single points of failure
visible before they bite

Readiness assumed; risk surfaces
during incidents

This is the same logic that the strongest players in the sector are already operationalising.
They’re treating workforce capability as a mobilisable engine rather than a recruitment
afterthought, so they can open sites faster, redeploy talent to high-demand regions, and
maintain quality as they scale.
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From Activation 1.0 to Activation 2.0

The shift we are describing is not abstract. It changes what an activation playbook needs to
contain. Where the old model treated workforce as a downstream hiring exercise, the new one
treats capability as core infrastructure; designed, measured and assured alongside power and

Establish a defensible capability baseline. Map every role to the skills and tasks
behind it, using the data you already hold. This makes capability — and its gaps
— visible before they become operational risk.

Separate qualification from capability. Make mandatory, safety-critical
qualifications explicit and non-negotiable — while removing the unintentional
qualification inflation that quietly blocks otherwise-capable talent in non-critical
roles.

Expose single points of failure. Identify where reliability depends on too few
people, or on knowledge that lives in one person's head. In a sector where most
outages trace to human error, this is reliability work, not HR work.

Build repeatable pathways to operations. Standardise how a competent
operations team is assembled, so the model can be redeployed at the next site
without starting from a blank page each time. Speed-to-readiness becomes a
capability you own.

Unlock mobility and adjacent talent. Use transferable skills to open internal
pathways and widen the pool — drawing in technicians, veterans and adjacent
engineers — reducing dependence on the scarcest, most expensive talent
markets.
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Why this matters now for operators

The forces above are not on a five-year horizon. These forces are moving inside a single budget
cycle. US opposition rose from 47% to 70% in months. The EU's fast-track and secrecy
provisions are currently being legislated. The UK's CNI and resilience expectations are already
live. Each of these makes the external levers on activation (land, permitting, public sentiment)
harder to control.

That leaves workforce readiness as one of the highest-leverage variables an operator can still
move directly. When done well, it protects speed-to-activation, underpins reliability, reduces talent
costs and concentration risk, and gives leadership a defensible, evidence-based view of
capability and augmentation potential as the estate grows. Done late, it surfaces as outages,
attrition, and activation delay, precisely when scrutiny is highest.

The macro picture reinforces the case: the capability layer is no longer a nice-to-have. In
Activation 2.0, itis infrastructure. This layer is what Clu creates for technical operations teams.

WHERE WE'D TAKE THIS NEXT

A 30-minute view around the corner with the Clu team.

We'd welcome the opportunity to walk your leadership team through what
"Activation 2.0" looks like, applied specifically to your estate, and how a
repeatable readiness model could give you a genuine edge as you scale.

Book A Discovery Call Here @

Sources and further reading

1. Investigate Europe: How Big Tech wrote secrecy into EU law to hide data centres' environmental toll, April 2026.
investigate-europe.eu

2. Harvard Gazette: Why are communities pushing back against data centers?, April 2026. news.harvard.edu

3. Gallup, via Tom's Hardware: ~70% of Americans oppose data centers near their homes, May 2026.
tomshardware.com

4. Uptime Institute: Annual Outage Analysis 2025 and supporting research on the human factor in outages.
uptimeinstitute.com

5. EUDCA: State of European Data Centers 2026 (cumulative investment 2026—2031). eudca.org

6. Accenture / Soben: Data Center Trends 2026: Shifting Up a Gear, January 2026. accenture.com

7. House of Commons Library: Data centres: planning policy, sustainability, and resilience (CBP-10315), Nov 2025.
commonslibrary.parliament.uk

8. CBRE: Essential Guide to Data Centre Infrastructure (sector and operations context). cbre.co.uk
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FROM INSIGHTS TO DEFENSIBLE ACTION C | §

YOU'VE READ THE INSIGHTS.
NOW TURN THEM INTO
DECISIONS YOU CAN DEFEND.

The structural risks highlighted in this report don’t resolve themselves. Clu is a sovereign,
audit-grade decision infrastructure that regulated teams use to make consequential
workforce decisions they can defend.

Not a deck that ages out. A live evidence layer that stays accountable long after critical
decisions like restructures, Al rollouts, and operating-model change are made.

DAY | 2-3 WKS [0]0)7

Runs on the structural data To first defensible insights, audit-grade outputs - no
you already hold confidence-classified generative guesswork

No new instrumentation, Full diagnostic in 6-8 weeks, Explain decisions to your board,
surveys or IT projects to begin then live as your control layer regulator, & works council

Clu reads the work underpinning every role, so you know where complexity concentrates,
where risk compounds, and what’s safe to change before the change is committed.

SEE THE STRUCTURE DEFEND THE DECISION HOLD THE LINE

Skill density, duplication, Non-generative, deterministic Clu stays live as the control
drift and bloat made visible Al. Every output reproducible layer that catches drift and
at the role level, not the from the underlying data, with regression before they
titles on top of them. three-level human oversight. reappear at scale.

Proof: £25M+ in structural workforce risk surfaced in a single six-month engagement.

® 26x ROI, with the model still live as the client's control layer.

WHEN YOU'RE ASKED TO JUSTIFY THESE
DECISIONS IN TWELVE MONTHS, Book A Discovery Call >
WHAT WILL YOUR EVIDENCE BASE BE?

or learn more at getaclu.io
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This briefing synthesises publicly available reporting and industry
research as of May 2026.
Figures are drawn from the sources cited on page six and are presented to
support strategic discussion, not as forecasts.
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