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Google to convert Alabama coal plant into renewable3
powered data centre

Suzanne Goldenberg

Technology company says it will open 14th data centre at Widows Creek site in Jackson
County that will be powered with 100% renewable energy

Thu 25 Jun 2015 12.01 EDT

Google will convert an old coal-fired power plant in rural Alabama into a data centre powered
by renewable power, expanding the company’s move into the energy world. 
The technology giant said on Wednesday that it would open its 14th data centre inside the
grounds of the old coal plant, and had reached a deal with the Tennessee Valley Authority, the
region’s power company, to supply the project with renewable sources of electricity. With the
coal plant rehab, Google solidifies a reputation among tech companies for promoting clean
energy. 
“It’s very important symbolism to take an old coal plant that is a relic of the old energy system
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and convert it into a data centre that will be powered by renewable energy,” said David
Pomerantz, climate and energy campaigner for Greenpeace.

Michael Terrell, who leads energy market strategy for Google’s infrastructure team, said the
company saw clear benefits in taking over the old coal facility. “There is an enormous
opportunity when you take over the infrastructure that is there – the transmissions lines and
the water intakes – and use that to power a data centre that is powered by renewable energy,”
he said.

Outside utilities, Google claims to be the largest user of renewable energy in the US. The
company says it uses 1.5% of wind power capacity in the US, and has plans to bring in more
alternatives over the next year.

However, the company overall still treads with a relatively heavy carbon footprint compared to
Apple. 
About 46% of Google’s data centers are powered by renewable energy. Apple’s in contrast are
powered 100% by clean energy, according to Greenpeace. Google is committed to going 100%
renewable, but has no target date.

Google went into the renewable energy business earlier with data centres in Iowa and
Oklahoma. However, the company still has three data centres in south-eastern states which
rely heavily on coal and nuclear power, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. 
Pomerantz said the move into Alabama was so encouraging because it challenged that
dominance. The company said it would be working directly with TVA to bring more wind
power into the grid. “We see a lot of value in redeveloping big industrial sites like this. There is
a lot of electric and other infrastructure that we can re-use,” Matt Kalman, a Google spokesman
said in an email.

Google is also rehabbing old industrial facilities overseas. The company repurposed an old
paper mill in Finland for use of a data centre. It has already done a solar project in South Africa,
and is scouting out other ways of producing clean energy cheaply. 
The Alabama power plant has been generating power since 1952, but was slated to wind down
later this year, in part because of incoming environmental regulations, the TVA said on its
website.

At this critical time…
…we can’t turn away from climate change. For The Guardian, reporting on the environment is a
priority. We give reporting on climate, nature and pollution the prominence it deserves, stories
which often go unreported by others in the media. At this pivotal time for our species and our
planet, we are determined to inform readers about threats, consequences and solutions based
on scientific facts, not political prejudice or business interests. But we need your support to
grow our coverage, to travel to the remote frontlines of change and to cover vital conferences
that affect us all.

More people are reading and supporting our independent, investigative reporting than ever
before. And unlike many news organisations, we have chosen an approach that allows us to
keep our journalism accessible to all, regardless of where they live or what they can afford.
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The Guardian is editorially independent, meaning we set our own agenda. Our journalism is
free from commercial bias and not influenced by billionaire owners, politicians or
shareholders. No one edits our editor. No one steers our opinion. This is important as it enables
us to give a voice to those less heard, challenge the powerful and hold them to account. It’s
what makes us different to so many others in the media, at a time when factual, honest
reporting is critical.

Every contribution we receive from readers like you, big or small, goes directly into funding our
journalism. This support enables us to keep working as we do – but we must maintain and
build on it for every year to come. Support The Guardian from as little as $1 – and it only takes
a minute. Thank you.
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