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Establishing and developing data centres in the Netherlands: threats as well 
as opportunities 

The digital lead enjoyed in the Netherlands for the establishment and development of data centres is 
under threat. The exponential rise in digital traffic means that further growth in the number of data 
centres is both necessary and inevitable. However, the looming shortfall in transport capacity on the 
power distribution network, the high power consumption of data centres and the impact on the landscape 
of 'boxy' buildings all pose threats to the establishment and expansion of data centres in this country. 
Fortunately, there are opportunities for retaining the Netherlands’ lead, including new ways of working for 

network operators on the electricity network (for instance through active congestion management), 
possibilities for making data centres more sustainable (for instance through the useful application of 
residual heat) and greater attention to how data centres are set into the landscape. 

This article was first published in Dutch in Vastgoedrecht (Journal for Property Law): Bedreigingen en 
kansen voor de vestiging en ontwikkeling van datacenters in Nederland, VGR 2019/4 

 

Natascha Geraedts 
Partner 

T: +31 6 48 24 47 30 
nataschageraedts@eversheds-
sutherland.nl 

 

 

Paul Goedvolk 
Partner 

T: +31 641 616 738 
paulgoedvolk@eversheds-
sutherland.nl 

 

 

Christine Strating 

International Associate 

T: +31 6 38 29 74 77 
christinestrating@eversheds-
sutherland.nl 

 

  

https://www.eversheds-sutherland.com/documents/global/netherlands/Nederlands/Artikel-Bedreigingen-en-kansen-voor-de-vestiging-en-ontwikkeling-van-datacenters-in-Nederland%20-Natascha-Geraedts-Paul-Goedvolk-Christine-Strating.pdf
https://www.eversheds-sutherland.com/documents/global/netherlands/Nederlands/Artikel-Bedreigingen-en-kansen-voor-de-vestiging-en-ontwikkeling-van-datacenters-in-Nederland%20-Natascha-Geraedts-Paul-Goedvolk-Christine-Strating.pdf
https://www.eversheds-sutherland.com/global/en/who/people/index.page?person=en/Geraedts-Natascha
https://www.eversheds-sutherland.com/global/en/who/people/index.page?person=en/Geraedts-Natascha
mailto:nataschageraedts@eversheds-sutherland.nl
mailto:nataschageraedts@eversheds-sutherland.nl
https://www.eversheds-sutherland.com/global/en/who/people/index.page?person=en/Goedvolk_Paul
https://www.eversheds-sutherland.com/global/en/who/people/index.page?person=en/Goedvolk_Paul
mailto:paulgoedvolk@eversheds-sutherland.nl
mailto:paulgoedvolk@eversheds-sutherland.nl
https://www.eversheds-sutherland.com/global/en/who/people/index.page?person=en/strating-christine
https://www.eversheds-sutherland.com/global/en/who/people/index.page?person=en/strating-christine
mailto:christinestrating@eversheds-sutherland.nl
mailto:christinestrating@eversheds-sutherland.nl


Establishing and developing data centres in the Netherlands 
Threats as well as opportunities 

2 

Section 1: Introduction 

The Netherlands occupies a leading position in relation to data centres. Alongside Frankfurt, Paris and 

London, Amsterdam is a favoured location for establishing data centres in Europe. The main attraction is 
the presence of the Amsterdam Internet Exchange (AMS-IX), a 'super roundabout' for the transport of 
data. A large proportion of internet traffic with other countries is processed here, at the biggest internet 
hub in the Netherlands. AMS-IX is also one of the largest internet hubs in the world. 

Opportunities for data centres are based quite simply on the ever-increasing use of the internet. 
Nowadays, we use the internet for everything: keeping up-to-date with the news, checking the weather, 
navigating through cities, watching films and listening to music. Digital traffic is also likely to keep 

increasing exponentially due the internet of things and the anticipated 5G network. This is an irreversible 
development. Humanity's dependence on the internet will just keep growing, with homo sapiens 
becoming homo digitalis. 

The exponential rise in digital traffic means that further growth in the number of data centres is both 
necessary and inevitable. Apart from these opportunities, there are also threats to the establishment and 
development of data centres in the Netherlands. The threat of a shortfall in capacity on the electricity 

network raises the question of whether a data centre can be connected to the electricity network in the 
first place, or subsequently expanded. The hefty power consumption of data centres is difficult to 
reconcile with the demands of environmental sustainability. Noise emissions and the protection of noise-
sensitive properties, such as private homes, rule out certain areas for data centre development. And, 
finally, not everyone is happy with the construction of data centres peppering the landscape with 'boxy' 
buildings. 

Data centres have become part of a wide-ranging social debate with economic growth and necessity 

being weighed against environmental consequences and the impact on the landscape. This article focuses 
on the threats facing the establishment and development of data centres in the Netherlands and the 
opportunities available for this, and is divided into the following sections. First of all, we provide an 
introduction to the topic of data centres (section 2) and explain the threats and opportunities in more 
detail. In section 3, we look firstly at the shortfall in the electricity network's transport capacity and then, 
in section 4, we examine how data centres can be made sustainable. Finally, in section 5, we consider the 

landscape impact of data centres. We arrive at a hopeful conclusion in section 6.  
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Section 2: Introduction to data centres 

Data centres are large buildings for the storage and processing of data. They are buildings containing 

servers and other IT equipment that allow computers and mobile devices to communicate with each other 
over the internet. According to the Dutch Data Center Association (DDA, the industry organisation for 
data centres in the Netherlands), data centres are 'the most important enablers of the digital economy' 
and form the 'foundation of our digital economy'.  

There are different types of data centres. One important distinction lies in how the data centre is used: 
commercially, where space in the data centre is leased to a number of parties (called multi-tenant or co-
location) or non-commercially, where the data centre is confined to proprietorial use (single tenant). 

Another distinction can be drawn according to the size of the data centre. There are roughly three 
categories here: (i) smaller, often regional data centres, (ii) larger data centres, often operating 
internationally, and (iii) hyperscale data centres. The smaller data centres, which are often regional, can 
be either single tenant - e.g. a bank's own data centre - or multi-tenant, for instance storing the data of 

local IT companies. These data centres consume relatively low levels of electricity (< 2 MW). The larger 
data centres, often operating internationally, are (multi-tenant) co-location centres, leasing space to a 

number of different parties. The electricity consumption at these centres can be described as medium 
(between 1 and 25 MW). Hyperscale data centres are ones used by one party (single tenant) and are so 
large that they occupy a special category, consuming large amounts of electricity (> 25 MW). The type of 
data centre will determine its operator's varying requirements in relation to location, proximity to AMS-IX 
and the available transport capacity on the normal electricity network. 

Data centres are based throughout the Netherlands but the biggest concentration of them is in and 
around Amsterdam. The Amsterdam metropolitan area is in fact currently the number one hub for data 

centres in Europe. This area contains mainly co-location, multi-tenant data centres, with more than 70% 
of Dutch co-location centres being based there. The close proximity to AMS-IX is important for optimum 
processing speed. The availability of a power network is also important, so as to allow a connection to the 
existing power network for the required power supply. 

Also, there are currently two types of hyperscale data centres in the Netherlands. These are the big 
hitters in the market and can occupy their own entire data centre. The use of their own cables means 

that proximity to AMS-IX is less critical. They can also generate their own power supply, so that having a 

normal electricity network is less critical for them. The two hyperscale data centres in the Netherlands 
are based in Eemshaven (Google) and at the Agriport A7 business park in the municipality of Middenmeer 
(Microsoft). 
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Section 3: Shortfall in capacity of the electricity grid 

One threat to the establishment and development of data centres in the Netherlands is the level of their 

power consumption. Data centre servers consume huge amounts of electricity. Currently, all of the data 
centres in the Netherlands have collectively contracted for around 1.3 gigawatts (GW) of power, 
representing around 3% of total power consumption in the Netherlands. Ever-increasing digital traffic 
means that the figure is expected to rise from 1.3 GW in 2019 to between 1.8 and 3.5 GW in 2030. 

Network operators take the view that the electricity grid does not have the capacity to allow these large-
scale power consumers to have unlimited connections to the grid. They claim they have been taken by 
surprise by the rapid increase in the number of data centres. The shortfall in capacity on the electricity 

grid is imposing limits on the establishment of further data centres in certain areas of the country. This 
also poses a threat to the desired expansion of existing data centres. The problem manifests itself mainly 
in the Amsterdam metropolitan area. 

One solution to the (threatened) shortfall in capacity would be to beef up the electricity grid as it stands. 
However, given the lead times for building new substations and laying new or heavier power cables, 
including the zoning plan procedures and permit applications required for this, it cannot be regarded as a 

solution to the capacity issues in the short term. Regional network operators (such as Liander and 
Enexis) take between five and seven years to expand or enhance the electricity grid. TenneT, the national 
high voltage network operator, actually puts this figure at between ten and twelve years. As the Dutch 
Data Center Association tellingly described the situation: 

“It takes 10 seconds to buy more server space, and two years to build a data center, whereas it takes 
five to seven years to build a power substation and even 10 to 15 years to build high voltage networks.”  

Network operators need a new way of working if we still want to establish and develop data centres, even 

in the short term. They should not proceed on the basis of the power consumption that has been 
contracted from the electricity grid but from the actual consumption. Actual consumption is often less 
than the contracted figure. After all, the contracted power is based on peak loads or a worst case 
scenario, where some unlikely concatenation of circumstances means that every business unit has to be 
able to rely upon adequate power supplies. This peak load will in many cases be higher than the average 

load, so that the contracted power supply will barely if ever be needed, and certainly not for a prolonged 
period. As a result, this 'reserve capacity' is ruled out for other parties over the entire contract period. 

Many businesses also take out contracts for more transport capacity than they actually need at that 
point, peak loads aside. This might be with an eye to possible expansion in the near or more distant 
future. If this reserve capacity were actually to be used, it would only be some time later. In the 
meantime, however, between the contract being tied up and the actual use of the power that was 
covered by that earlier contract, this reserve capacity is not available for anyone else. While transport 
capacity may be 'full', based on the contracted figures, there are quite often many megawatts of power 

available that are simply not being used. In other words, the shortfall in transport capacity is merely on 
paper - on the network operators' books - and not a physical fact. Transport capacity could be made 
available instantly if network operators worked on the basis of actual consumption, perhaps keeping back 
a reserve, instead of the contracted power supply. The Dutch Authority for Consumers and Markets (the 
ACM) also recently confirmed that this is what network operators ought to do. 
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Some innovative collaboration is also required in the way that the grid works. Congestion management 

on the electricity grid offers a solution and it could be implemented fairly quickly. Once again, the ACM 
recently confirmed that network operators should go ahead with this. Congestion on the grid is effectively 
an overload on the power network. It arises when the demand for capacity exceeds supply - the transport 
capacity that is physically available. We describe congestion on the roads in terms of queues or tailbacks. 

Congestion on the internet leads to slower connections. Queues and slower internet connections are 
frustrating but not insurmountable. Congestion on the power grid does not lead to queues, however, but 
to a complete drop-out of systems and thus to power cuts. And of course, power cuts are not necessarily 
confined to the overloaded connection itself but can affect much larger areas. Congestion must therefore 
be avoided at all times. The electricity grid has therefore been designed in such a way that safety 
features kick in automatically to prevent any actual grid overload. The aim of congestion management is 
to be one step ahead of an actual overload situation. It uses pricing mechanisms and the market to 

manage supply and demand for transport capacity. A bidding system among parties connected to that 
part of the power grid would allow one party to temporarily give up electricity or feed it back into the grid 
in return for a cash payment, so as to avoid any threatened physical congestion. Using congestion 
management therefore means that there would no longer be any need to proceed on the basis of 
contracted power, for safety reasons, but instead one could use the actual consumption, as the bidding 
system could prevent the automatic safety systems from kicking in and avoid the problem of power cuts 

if there was a threatened overload. 

As well as the solutions that are in the hands of network operators, data centres themselves can also 
make a contribution towards any threatened shortfall in transport capacity. As soon as a project is set up 
for building a data centre, the choice of site should reflect whether or not there is any available transport 
capacity and, if so, we recommend that this capacity should immediately be contracted for, until such 
times as the network operators get around to implementing the changes in policy that we have already 
outlined. The fact is that the shortfall in transport capacity is not a universal issue throughout the 

Netherlands. Network operators tell us that there is little or no spare space on the grid in and around 
Amsterdam for connections to new data centres or the expansion of existing ones. Data centres can also 
make greater efforts at sustainability so that less power is needed (and therefore less power has to be 
contracted for). We will discuss opportunities for data centres to become more sustainable in section 4. 

In summary, as matters stand network operators proceed from the basis of the contracted power for 
transport capacity rather than from actual consumption. Based on the contracted power, they say that 
the transport capacity for electricity is 'full', so that there is no scope within the grid for connecting new 

data centres or expanding existing ones. Also, network operators are not yet applying congestion 
management. Congestion management would avoid physical overloading of the electricity network if 
there was a threat of this happening. Using actual consumption instead of contracted power and applying 
congestion management would show that there is still adequate transport capacity available on the 
electricity network for connecting new data centres or providing them with extra power. 
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Section 4: Making data centres more sustainable 

The hefty power consumption of data centres not only threatens the available transport capacity on the 

electricity network but is also difficult to reconcile with requirements for environmental sustainability. The 
fact is that data centres consume a large proportion of the total power used in the Netherlands. At the 
same time, there are many opportunities for data centres. 

First of all, consider the power supply. According to the Dutch Data Center Association, 80% of data 
centres in the Netherlands use green electricity. This means that at least 20% of Dutch data centres are 
still largely reliant on fossil fuels. The green energy being used is often 'light green' electricity ('certified 
power') and does not come from sustainable electricity generation in the Netherlands. Only a small part 

of the power supply for data centres is 'dark green', meaning that it is generated sustainably in the 
Netherlands. There is still a lot of work to be done, particularly considering the Climate Accord and the 
objectives of the Dutch Climate Act, namely the almost entire eradication of greenhouse gases and CO2-
neutral electricity generation in this country by 2050. In any case, data centres should no longer be using 

fossil fuels as their primary source of power, given the need for sustainability. 

Further new data centres could rely primarily on sustainably generated electricity for their power 

supplies, such as solar or wind power. Data centres should be allowed to be set up as close as possible to 
their energy sources, to avoid the transmission of power over lengthy distances. Suitable locations for 
data centres are the on-shoring points for marine wind farms and close to land-based wind farms or large 
solar energy parks. The option for sustainable generation of power can be taken into consideration from 
the outset of any project to build a data centre, through cooperation with the operators of solar parks or 
wind farms. One example of this is the Agriport A7 business park in the municipality of Middenmeer 
(Noord-Holland). One of the reasons for setting up the Wieringermeer wind farm was to supply the 

adjacent data centres (and commercial greenhouses) with the power they needed. Google's hyperscale 
data centre in Eemshaven is powered from a wind farm and a solar power park that are both close by. 
This allows operators to select a site where green energy can be generated in the immediate vicinity of 
the data centre, thus avoiding any need to use the electricity grid, or at least minimising grid 
consumption where non-sustainable power is required as a minor supplement.
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As well as power supplies, another environmental benefit can be achieved through the useful application 

of residual heat from the data centres. The bulk of the power consumed at data centres is converted 
directly into heat. There is no useful application for this heat in the data centres themselves. The hot air 
is siphoned off and vented to the outside atmosphere. At the moment, data centres are generally not 
deriving any commercial value from this residual heat, but it can be used beneficially elsewhere if heating 

networks are installed. The residual heat can be used to heat up swimming pools, greenhouses, homes or 
offices in the vicinity. One of the side effects of the heat created in server halls at data centres is the 
need for an adequate cooling system. Without such a system, the temperature in a data centre would rise 
excessively, so they always have adequate cooling systems in place in order to retain control over the 
temperature inside the server halls. These cooling systems in turn also use electricity. An environmental 
benefit could be achieved by using geothermal power and open water for the cooling systems, for 
instance if the data centre is situated close to open surface water. The natural cooling provided by the 

ground or by surface water could also be used. 

Becoming greener is no longer a matter of choice, considering for instance the obligation on data centres 
to adopt all energy-saving measures with an earn-back period of 5 years or less. The 'Erkende 
Maatregelenlijst Energiebesparing Bedrijfstak Commerciële datacenters' [List of Recognised Energy-
saving Steps for Commercial Data Centres] was updated in March 2019. Since 1 July 2019, data centre 

operators have also been obliged to report to the competent authorities on the energy-saving steps they 

have taken. We have also noticed that local and provincial authorities are increasingly imposing 
sustainability requirements when they sell off land or grant building permits. These obligations are 
changing from being ones compelling the operators to make an effort into ones designed to ensure that 
they achieve results. One example of these is the PUE factor. Depending on the location, local authorities 
may impose requirements regarding the energy efficiency of the data centres, which is also called the 
'power usage effectiveness' or 'PUE factor'. The PUE factor is a value indicating how efficiently data 
centres use their electricity. The data centre's total power consumption is compared against the power 

consumption of the server equipment; the closer the PUE factor is to 1, the more sustainable the data 
centre. There are stricter PUE requirements for data centres in the Amsterdam metropolitan area than in 
other parts of the Netherlands. Local authorities in and around Amsterdam are expected to steadily 
increase their watchfulness on this factor and only allow highly sustainable data centres within their 
areas. Also, in July 2019 the municipal councils in Amsterdam and Haarlemmermeer adopted preparatory 
resolutions to put a temporary halt to the establishment of data centres, pending the introduction of new 
policy. The new policy on establishment will be harmonised regionally and is expected to impose 

conditions in relation to making residual heat available, using green electricity and perhaps also covering 

the number of data centres or their maximum capacity. 

To sum up, the hefty power consumption of data centres not only threatens the available transport 
capacity on the electricity network but is also difficult to reconcile with environmental sustainability 
requirements. Fortunately, there are many options for data centres to make their power consumption 
greener or else reduce it. Making data centres more sustainable needs to take account of the possibilities 

for doing this from the very outset of the project. These options include generating power sustainably in 
the immediate vicinity of the data centre, reducing the PUE factor, putting residual heat to good use 
elsewhere and using natural sources, such as geothermal energy and surface water, for server cooling 
systems. 
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Section 5: Landscape impact of data centres 

From the very start of a project for constructing a data centre, those involved have to take into account 

the permits that are required, along with their associated assessment frameworks, so that they do not 
come up against any unexpected surprises during the process. A number of permits and consents are 
needed in order to build a data centre, coming from a range of competent authorities. In any case, an 
environmental permit for construction will be needed and perhaps also an environmental permit for 
deviating from the zoning plan if that plan does not provide for allowing the construction or operation of 
the data centre. The large data centres might also need an environmental permit for the environment 
itself. This will be the situation with hyperscale data centres, for instance, if the total installed motor 

power of the electric or combustion engines exceeds 15MW. Depending on the specific circumstances, a 
noise abatement zone might have to be set up, inside which there cannot be any noise-sensitive 
properties, such as private homes. This means that certain sites will be unsuitable for building large data 
centres, or else this might only be possible if the homes are cleared (by buying them up). Finally, an 
emissions permit may also be needed occasionally, or a consent under the Dutch Nature (Protection) Act. 

Each of these permit applications is set against its own assessment framework. The landscape impact of 

a data centre plays an important part in the permit application for an environmental permit for 
construction (and any deviation from the zoning plan). Thus impact on the intended site can be taken 
into account from the start of the construction project. A data centre is not the type of building that 
usually ranks high in terms of architectural merit. Many data centres want to look as inconspicuous as 
they can within the landscape, so as to draw the least attention to themselves and offer the best possible 
guarantee of security at the data centre. Given the size of these data centres, however, it is really hard 
not to make a visual impact. Data centres are often colossal. Also, their shape is not particularly helpful - 

they're often rectangular boxes without windows. The appearance of data centres in the landscape is not 
much different from that of the larger distribution centres, except that - unlike the latter - data centres 
are often keen to look as anonymous as they can and, accordingly, do not display their name in large 
letters on the outside walls. 
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Like logistics distribution centres, data centres are adding to the number of 'boxy' buildings in the Dutch 

landscape. There are plenty of people who are unhappy with this development. Some of them regard the 
data centres and distribution centres as a blot on the landscape, "contaminating the horizon". The 
Netherlands Board of Government Advisers (College van Rijksadviseurs) has investigated this 
development (report (X)XL of 29 October 2019). One of the recommendations is to cluster larger 

buildings. New constructions as part of ribbon building next to a highway or as a solitary building in the 
landscape are no longer considered appropriate. Impact on landscape is a factor taken into account when 
granting permits for the construction of data centres and it merits greater attention in order to mitigate 
some of the objections. Particular benefits can be derived from the appearance of outside walls. One 
example can be seen at the Equinix data centre in the Amsterdam Science Park (Datahotel AM4). It is a 
70 metre-high tower, without windows, but with a striking black and silver striped exterior, conspicuous 
from the nearby motorway. The building's architecture was a particular area of focus when the data 

centre was being designed. The Bytesnet data centre in Groningen is another example. This is a large 
building with an artistic, green facade that also serves as a symbol of its sustainability objectives. It has 
turned into an eye-catcher for the surrounding area, appeasing any objections. 

This does not mean that every data centre from now on has to be an eye-catcher in its locality. Different 
approaches to landscape impact are justified, according to the location and immediate environment of the 

intended site. Data centres that want to set up in the middle of an industrial estate will not have to pay 

so much heed to their landscape impact as ones that are intended for locations in or near residential 
areas, or on sites that are readily visible from the public roads. Obviously, what the data centre's 
operator wants is also important; it might (or might not) want to create a particular market profile, for 
example as a pioneer in relation to sustainability. 

In summary, the choice of site and the landscape impact of a data centre on the envisaged site should be 
considered from the very start of a construction project. Another aspect that may have to be considered, 
depending on the size of the proposed data centre, is a noise abatement zone shaped by noise emissions. 

There should be no noise-sensitive properties, such as private homes, inside this noise abatement zone. 
This means that certain sites will be unsuitable for building large data centres, or else might only be 
possible if the homes are cleared (by buying them up). Greater attention can be paid to the external 
appearance of the data centres in order to go some way towards accommodating potential objections to 
their landscape impact. While this will not prevent the landscape being marred by boxy buildings, it will 
provide a positive impulse for the outward appearance of data centres. 
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Section 6: Conclusion 

The rapid rise in digital traffic means that further growth in the number of data centres is both necessary 

and inevitable. Threats to the establishment and development of data centres in the Netherlands are 
primarily the shortfall - actual or threatened - in transport capacity on the grid, high power consumption 
and the blot on the national landscape caused by 'boxy' buildings. Fortunately, there are also 
opportunities for retaining this country's lead as a hub for data centres. There are opportunities for the 
further development of data centres if network operators adopt new working methods, such as using 
actual consumption instead of contracted power and applying active congestion management; if options 
for making data centres more sustainable are explored, such as lower PUE factors or the useful 

application of residual heat; and if greater attention is focused on the landscape impact of data centres, 
for instance in the design of unconventional exteriors. All of these aspects can be taken into account from 
day one of a data centre construction project. 

The threats actually conceal certain opportunities. Data centres should not sit around waiting for the 

outcome of the social debate but should get actively involved in it. The increasing economic importance 
of data centres will let them demand a place at the table and prompt the government into actively finding 

joint solutions that are acceptable to society. A sector that is renowned for its innovative solutions must 
surely be regarded as being sufficiently innovative to safeguard its own future. Their increasing economic 
importance and the rapidly increasing digital dependence of society give us every confidence in the 
establishment and development of data centres in the Netherlands, including over the longer term. 
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