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An Artificial Intelligence Data Center is defined as a central-
ized physical facility – either an entire building or a section of 
one – that houses the applications, networked computer serv-
ers, and storage infrastructure required to collect, process, 
store, and distribute massive amounts of data for computa-
tionally intensive learning and AI tasks. Simply put, it forms 
the physical backbone of the internet and the digital economy 
– something so many need, yet so few want in their own back-
yard.

Today there are approximately 12,000 data centers globally, and the number is growing by the 
day. Of that total, around 3,400 are located in Europe, making it the second-largest continen-
tal hub for digital infrastructure after the United States. Two European countries have more 
than 500 such centers each (the United Kingdom with 555, and Germany with 523). France has 
394 and the Netherlands has 2981 . The global number of the third-party data centers (facilities 
owned and operated by an independent service provider for external businesses) is approxi-
mately 4,000. Per capita, the largest number of third-party AI centers is found in Ireland (127, or 
23.7 per million people), and in Switzerland (121 – 13.4). 
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The global market for AI data centers is expand-
ing rapidly at an annual growth rate of over 23%. 
The financial value numbers are unprecedented: 
its total worth, including cloud networks, enter-
prise clusters, and capital expenditures for ex-
isting facilities, reaches up to 400 billion euros 
in 20262 . Total global spending in the AI domain 
in 2026 is expected to reach 2 trillion euros. Pro-
jections for further development of the AI data 
centers market estimate that it might exceed 3 
trillion euros by 2030. It is no exaggeration to 
say that this is the fastest-growing global physi-
cal infrastructure market in modern history.  

 Europe’s compute deficit – 
notenough outside FLAP-D area

Europe currently faces a compute deficit. In 
comparison with the U.S. (74% of the world’s AI 
compute) and China (14%), Europe’s 5% share 
lags significantly behind in operational IT pow-
er3 . In Europe itself, the distribution of AI cen-
ters is equally uneven – almost all are concen-
trated in the so-called FLAP-D area (Frankfurt, 
London, Amsterdam, Paris, and Dublin), which 
contains over 6,600 megawatts (MW) of opera-
tional IT power  (out of a total of 14,000 MW in 
Europe). In Central and Southeast Europe, oper-
ational IT power4 is currently limited to approx-
imately 880 MW. 

Signs of a shifting market are coming from Po-
land, Romania, and Greece, where major new big 

AI data centers are under construction. Poland 
has established itself as the largest data center 
market in Central and Eastern Europe, designat-
ing 1,200 MW specifically for the growth in this 
field through 2034. In Romania, the Black Sea 
AI Gigafactory (valued at 5 billion euros) is in 
development, aiming to use electricity from the 
Cernavoda nuclear power plant. Also, in Cluj an 
advanced quantum-AI data center is planned in 
cooperation with the U.S. . Greece is ambitious-
ly positioning itself as a regional digital bridge 
between Europe, the Middle East, and North Af-
rica, thus developing data centers on Crete and 
near Athens. 

 Croatia – new player and 
increasingly attractive destination 

At 30% annual growth, Croatia is emerging as 
the fastest-growing AI data center hub in South-
east Europe. The country currently has 66 oper-
ational data centers5 . 44 of which are managed 
by the government of public entities. Over 60% 
are concentrated in the Zagreb area due to the 
capital’s central infrastructure and fiber corri-
dors. While their total IT load capacity is up to 20 
MW, their impact on Croatia’s electrical grid is 
manageable (although it can stretch thin during 
summer months and heatwave constraints). 

Croatia’s regulatory framework in this field is 
a mix of European Union regulations, national 
laws, and standardized industrial codes. Croa-
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tia still does not have a single legal instrument 
for regulating data centers operating in the 
country. As Croatia is an EU Member State, all 
of them must fully comply with European dig-
ital and data privacy mandates – General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR), EU Energy Effi-
ciency Directive, EU Network and Information 
Security 2 Directive (NIS2), and EU Data Act. Key 
Croatian laws that add to the regulatory frame-
work are: Cybersecurity Act, Act on the Imple-
mentation of the General Data Protection Reg-
ulation, Critical Infrastructure Act, Act on the 
Implementation of the Data Governance Act, 
and Electronic Communications Act6. 

Project Pantheon near Topusko (50 kilometers 
south of Zagreb), with a projected cost of 50 bil-
lion euros, is expected to deliver 1,000 MW of to-
tal capacity (800 MW of usable IT load). The de-
velopers of this strategic project are the U.S.-led 
investment group Pantheon Atlas LLC and the 
Croatian company Končar Group (designated to 
build 280 kilometers of new transmission lines). 
The Topusko data center will be powered by a 
500 MW solar plant and an 8 GWh battery ener-
gy storage system (BESS), running exclusively 
on renewable energy. The facility should be fully 
operational by the beginning of 2029. 
There are several reasons why Croatia has be-
come an increasingly attractive destination for 
AI data center development. One is that tradi-
tional hubs in Western Europe have restricted 

options for further strategic development, espe-
cially when it comes to grid expansion. The to-
pography of Central Croatia – with cooler moun-
tainous terrain and proximity to rivers – enables 
developers to use advanced liquid cooling and 
eco-efficient technology. Crucially, Croatia 
ranks first in the European Union for renewable 
freshwater resources per capita7. In addition, 
Croatia is strategically positioned at the cross-
roads of Central Europe, Southeast Europe, and 
the Balkans. For example, Croatia acts as a natu-
ral terrestrial extension for the underwater data 
cables landing in Greece and Italy.  

 Challenges and opportunities – 
hosting a large AI data center pro-
vides geopolitical leverage 

AI Data Centers need continuous power dis-
tribution and massive support infrastructure: 
heavy-duty grid utilities, Uninterruptible Power 
Supplies (UPS) for instant battery backup and 
industrial cooling systems. Efficient fire sup-
pression mechanisms are also crucial for their 
safe operation. The two biggest challenges fac-
ing data centers are strains on electric power 
grids and massive water consumption. Power-
ful computing and storage servers packed into 
a single facility can consume up to 1,000 MW 
(enough to power two cities the size of Zagreb). 
At the same time, a data center might use up to 
two million liters of water per day to cool its pro-
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3 	 Three Seas Initiatives brings together 13 EU Member States: 
	 Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia. 

cessors. Combined, they represent a significant 
load on local communities. 

To put it into perspective: all data centers in 
Ireland consume 22% of the country’s total 
metered electricity8 – more than all Ireland’s 
urban households combined. In the case of the 
Pantheon project, the designed 1,000 MW facil-
ity, running for a full year, would consume the 
equivalent of 45.3% of Croatia’s current nation-
al power demand. Consequently, the Pantheon 
project is structured to function as an indepen-
dent, self-balancing energy ecosystem. 

On the other hand, hosting a large AI data cen-
ter provides significant economic, technologi-
cal, and, above all, geopolitical leverage. Besides 
substantial capital investment and infrastruc-
ture upgrades, it presents opportunities for 
digital sovereignty and regional hi-tech leader-
ship. The host country’s national universities, 
institutes, and government agencies are usually 
granted secure access to this compute power. 
An AI data center also allows the host country to 
develop its own language models, legal frame-
works and cultural data, without relying on for-
eign cloud providers. 

The presence of a strong, modern AI data center 
has a centripetal effect on the high-tech local 
ecosystem. It attracts and stimulates the devel-
opment of local AI software startups, cybersecu-
rity firms, and advanced hardware maintenance 
providers. Collaborating with world-leading 

tech companies in the world to maintain such 
facilities provides a valuable opportunity for 
national institutes and universities to upgrade 
their knowledge, expand experience, upskill the 
workforce, and build new curricula. Also, it con-
tributes tax revenues – including corporate and 
property taxes – on the state and local levels. 

 Myths and realities – 
water, energy and employment

Three myths dominate the discussion on AI data 
centers: 1) they deplete local water supplies to 
cool high-performance servers; 2) they increase 
the global carbon footprint by requiring far more 
energy than renewable sources can provide; 3) 
they create thousands of long-term jobs for local 
communities. 

Reality No. 1: Modern AI data centers do not use 
public drinking water for cooling. Instead, these 
facilities tap deep, non-potable freshwater aqui-
fers or seawater (when available). This is exactly 
the case with Croatia’s Pantheon project – public 
drinking supplies will remain protected. 

Reality No. 2: AI data centers are using huge 
amounts of power, but operators rely as much as 
possible on renewable energy. A facility’s actual 
carbon footprint depends entirely on its specif-
ic location and the national energy mix. In case 
of the Pantheon project, Croatia’s overall carbon 
footprint is expected to remain unchanged. 
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Reality No. 3: High employment numbers are 
strictly limited to the construction phase (which 
requires thousands of technicians, engineers 
and concrete teams) over a three to five year 
period. While this phase creates significant in-
come for the central and local economies, the 
operational phase is highly automated. After-
wards, even the largest facilities require only a 
small permanent staff (up to 100 people at the 
most) – several network engineers, climate-con-
trol technicians and high-security personnel. 

  NIMBY (Not in My Back Yard) 
sentiment – how to alleviate 
public concern

Public opposition to building AI data centers in 
residential areas has multiplied and now stands 
at record high 71% in the U.S., while the number 
of opposition activists is on a rise. Besides gen-
eral, mostly environmental arguments against 
these facilities, opponents point to a decreasing 
quality of life for those in nearby neighborhoods 
– cooling fans running 24/7 produce low-fre-
quency noise that can cause sleep disruption 
and stress for people living in the vicinity.  For 
that reason, developers are targeting rural areas, 
but this amplifies ecological and nature-preser-
vation concerns. A comparison with the unpop-
ularity of nuclear power plants is merited. 
Public concerns over the AI data centers can be 
alleviated only through transparent regulatory 
frameworks that will address all potential dan-

gers while allowing unimpeded technological 
development. It is equally important to dissem-
inate accurate information about this technol-
ogy, dispel myths, acknowledge problems, and 
emphasize benefits. The EU and U.S. regulato-
ry frameworks differ in their core philosophy: 
while the EU uses a centralized and mandatory 
legislative approach, the U.S. is oriented toward 
a market-incentivized and voluntary approach. 
The latest boom in the AI data center market is 
forcing both sides to accommodate one another 
and gradually bridge the gap between the two 
concepts. 

 Summary

The development and maintenance of power-
ful AI data centers are complex issues that cut 
across the fields of technology, the environ-
ment, the economy and security. As the fastest 
growing global market in living memory, AI is 
reshaping not only high-technology ecosys-
tems, but also the way people communicate, 
contemplate and live. The further rapid expan-
sion of AI data centers is an inevitable reality. It 
is thus crucial to balance public trust with rapid 
technological growth, recognize all opportuni-
ties, avoid pitfalls and harvest benefits through 
well-thought-out regulatory frameworks. In 
the case of Croatia, the role of the Croatian Data 
Center Association9 is designed to play an over-
arching role, connecting local operators, big in-
ternational investors and the state. 
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