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Investment in artificial intelligence (AI) has become one of the most important drivers of the near-term U.S. eco-
nomic outlook. Hyperscalers—the firms leading the AI buildout—have committed to spending over $750 billion in 
2026 and $900 billion in 2027 to expand computing capacity, eclipsing even the dot-com cycle in GDP-percentage 
terms (Chart 1). 

The economic impact of this spending will depend not only on 
how much is invested, but on how quickly the inputs needed to 
build and operate data centers can be secured. Data centers 
require large amounts of electricity, specialized equipment, ad-
vanced semiconductors, skilled labor, and regulatory approval. 
Constraints in any one of these inputs can delay deployment 
even when financing is readily available.

Several of these constraints are already binding. Limited grid 
access, long equipment lead times, labor shortages and per-
mitting challenges are slowing the pace at which planned ca-
pacity is brought online. Disruptions in the Middle East affecting 
semiconductor and copper supply chains are adding further 
cost pressure.
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Chart 1: The Current U.S. AI Investment Supercycle Dwarfs 
the Dot -Com Investment Supercycle

•	 The planned AI buildout represents one of the largest investment cycles in recent U.S. history, but constraints 
in power access, equipment availability, labor supply and permitting are slowing the pace at which new data 
center capacity can be brought online. 

•	 Commodity disruptions linked to the Strait of Hormuz are adding to the cost pressure through semiconductor 
and copper supply chains. Helium is a critical input for semiconductor fabrication, while sulfuric acid is used 
in copper extraction, raising input costs for AI infrastructure.

•	 Our forecast already takes a cautious view of AI-related investment, but even that outlook could prove opti-
mistic if these constraints intensify.
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Together, these factors suggest that the physical build-
out of AI infrastructure is likely to proceed more slowly 
and at higher cost than implied by a naïve extrapo-
lation of announced investment plans. While still too 
large to ignore (Chart 2), our forecast takes a cautious 
view of AI-related investment, incorporating only 60%-
70% of announced spending into our outlook for busi-
ness investment, once accounting for shortages, de-
lays and higher input costs. Even that outlook could 
prove optimistic if constraints intensify.

Electricity Access Can Take Up to Seven Years

The most important bottleneck for the AI buildout is 
difficulty connecting data centers to energy infrastruc-
ture. Despite the surge in planned investment, only five 
of the sixteen gigawatts (GW) of data center electricity 
capacity announced for 2026 delivery is currently un-
der construction.1 A quarter of the 140 projects sched-
uled for completion by the end of 2026 have not dis-
closed a power access strategy.2  

Grid connection wait times in major U.S. markets range 
from three to four years and can run even longer in 
saturated geographic areas. The connection wait time 
in Northern Virginia, for example, is currently seven 
years.3 This suggests that construction completion 
and operational readiness may increasingly diverge. 
Facilities may be physically completed before suffi-
cient electricity is available for full operation, delay-
ing the conversion of investment spending into usable 
capacity.

Some firms have sought to sidestep the lengthy wait 
times for grid connection by investing in on-site power 
generation powered by natural gas turbines. However, 
global turbine orders reached 110 GW by the end of 
2025, while manufacturing capacity tops out at 60-70 
GW, constraining this strategy.4 As our recent report 
noted, one of the three dominant manufacturers of 
gas turbines—GE Vernova—is sold out through 2028. 
As a result, on-site generation is unlikely to fully offset 
broader grid-access constraints.

Another bottleneck lies in the equipment required to ex-
pand grid infrastructure. According to Wood Macken-
zie, price levels for power transformers have increased 
by 77% relative to their pre-pandemic baseline.5 Im-
ports of high-voltage transformers have increased 
sharply in recent years as domestic U.S. production 
has been unable to keep pace with demand.6 This is 
a crucial chokepoint as lead time ranges between two 
and five years. Even where generation capacity exists, 
long transformer lead times can delay the delivery of 
electricity to new facilities. This reinforces broader 
power-related bottlenecks and extends the timeline for 
capacity expansion.

Skilled Workers Are in Short Supply

Even where components are available, they must be 
installed by specialized workers, which are increas-
ingly in short supply. Electricians serve as a canonical 
example since electrical systems account for between 
45% and 70% of total data center construction costs.7  
Expanding the supply of electricians requires four to 
five years of apprenticeship and training, limiting how 
quickly the workforce can respond to rising demand. 
The constraint is compounded by retirements, with 
roughly 30% of current union electricians at or near 
retirement age.8

Demand and supply for other skilled trades has simi-
lar characteristics. Demand for HVAC engineers, for 
example, has risen sharply since 2022, outpacing sup-
ply.9 For skilled trades workers as a whole, the time-to-
hire is now longer than for office-based professionals.10 
Many data centers are also being built in lower-cost 
power markets where local pools of skilled labor are 
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Chart 2: The Proportion of U.S. Investment Allocated to AI 
is Projected to Accelerate Though 2026
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limited. Firms have responded by offering wage premi-
ums of 20%-30%. The result is a labor constraint that 
raises costs and extends construction timelines.

Local Opposition and Permitting Challenges 
Are Becoming More Significant

Local approval is becoming another constraint on the 
AI buildout, even for projects with access to power 
and labor. This is particularly true in high-density 
markets. In the first quarter of 2026, at least 75 proj-
ects representing $130 billion USD in potential invest-
ment were delayed or blocked due to local political 
resistance, matching the scale of all of 2025 in just 
three months.11

Resistance is driven, in part, by concerns about elec-
tricity prices and infrastructure burdens.12 The opposi-
tion has become increasingly organized and is shap-

ing regulatory and legislative environments in some 
markets, including through the rollback of tax incen-
tives that had supported project economics. 

Project tracking data shows that permitting plays a 
significant role in delaying construction. According to 
January 2026 data from PJM Interconnection, permit-
ting accounted for 29% of milestone change requests 
for projects under construction, making permitting one 
of the leading causes of project delays. Moreover, proj-
ects in PJM’s queue took, on average, more than three 
years to reach interconnection service agreements.13, 14 

Taken together, the evidence points to a slower, more 
expensive AI buildout than announced investment 
plans imply, making the most optimistic growth fore-
casts harder to justify and supporting our more cau-
tious outlook. 

Canada’s Helium Opportunity 

Higher helium prices may also create opportunities for regions with large undeveloped reserves. 
Canada holds the world’s fifth-largest primary helium reserve potential, primarily located in Alberta and 
Saskatchewan (Chart 3).15 Helium from these provinces’ is highly concentrated with an average of 1% 
concentration versus the global average of just 0.1% (Chart 4).16  

High concentration implies cost savings. What is more, the deposits are co-located with nitrogen rather 
than methane, resulting in lower associated emissions during production than competing sources. This 
insulates the Canadian Helium industry from fossil fuel price volatility. Given Saskatchewan’s objective of 
expanding Helium exports to supply 10% of the world’s usable Helium by 2030, the next three to five years 
represent an opportunity for helium producers to increase their footprint in the global market.17
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Chart 3: Canada Ranks 5th Globally in Terms of Identified 
Helium Resources
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Chart 4: Canada is a Global Leader in Terms of Helium 
Concentration
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In addition to these domestic constraints, global supply 
shocks such as the recent Strait of Hormuz commodity 
flow disruption are driving up costs for essential inputs.

Strait of Hormuz Disruptions Further Raise 
Costs 

Strait of Hormuz-related disruptions have increased 
cost pressures through two distinct channels. The 
first operates through semiconductor supply chains, 
where helium shortages have raised fabrication costs. 
The second operates through copper supply chains, 
where sulfuric acid shortages have increased pressure 
on copper production and pricing. Both channels add 
cost pressure to the AI buildout.

Helium is a critical input in semiconductor fabrication 
and has few practical substitutes. As a result, disrup-
tions to supply can raise production costs and constrain 
chip availability. The damage to Qatar’s Ras Laffan In-
dustrial City reduced global helium supply by approxi-
mately one third, and helium spot prices rose materially 
in the weeks that followed. Available supply has also 
been rerouted through longer shipping routes, increas-
ing transit times, increasing shipping cost and reducing 
delivered volumes as liquid helium evaporates in transit. 
Together, these factors have increased the cost of semi-
conductor production, raising the cost of servers and 
other equipment used in AI infrastructure.

Sulfuric acid is another key commodity affected by the 
Strait’s disruption (Chart 5). Sulfuric acid is required to 
extract copper, so tighter acid supply is likely to keep 

copper prices elevated. Copper prices had already ris-
en sharply before the Iran-U.S. conflict (Chart 6). 

China’s decision to restrict domestic sulfuric acid ex-
ports has further tightened supply, with estimates 
suggesting that roughly 200,000 tons of Chilean cop-
per production are at risk.  Because large-scale data 
centers require substantial quantities of copper for 
wiring, distribution systems and supporting electrical 
infrastructure, sustained copper-price increases will 
directly raise construction costs.18

Bottom Line

AI investment is shaping up to be one of the largest pri-
vate capital spending cycles in modern U.S. economic 
history. That scale should provide meaningful support 
to U.S. business investment, even under conservative 
assumptions. Still, turning planned spending into com-
pleted projects requires access to electricity, special-
ized equipment, skilled labor and regulatory approvals 
that are becoming harder to secure.

Evidence from power markets, equipment supply 
chains, labor markets and permitting data points to 
a slower, more expensive AI buildout than announced 
plans imply. Commodity disruptions affecting semi-
conductor and copper supply chains only add another 
layer of cost pressure.

Our baseline forecast reflects both sides of this story. 
We incorporate 60% to 70% of announced AI-related 
spending into our outlook for real U.S. business invest-
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Chart 5: Sulphuric Acid Price Index Moved Above the 2025 
High Since the Hormuz Conflict
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Chart 6: Copper Prices Rose Sharply In The Lead Up To 
U.S. -Iran War
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ment over the next two years to account for shortages, 
delays and higher input costs. That still leaves AI as an 
important source of growth, but with benefits that are 
likely to arrive more gradually than the scale of planned 
spending alone would suggest. If bottlenecks intensify, 
even this more cautious outlook could prove optimistic.
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