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WHEN Telecity began planning its third internet 
data centre in Paris, one of the first things it did 
was to look for partners.

In addition to finding customers and hiring 
a firm to build the facility, it wanted someone to 
take the centre’s biggest waste product—heat.

The internet boom has led to huge growth in 
demand for the services of data centres. They are 
like giant warehouses that house row after row of the 
computer servers that power the digital economy.

The growth of data centres has consequences 
for the environment. They use huge amounts of 
electricity, often consuming as much as a small town.

Not only do they need large amounts of 
energy to power their servers, they need just as 
much energy to cool them down. That always 
raises the question: what happens to the hot air 
that is pumped out of these facilities?

In Paris, Telecity has come up with a novel 
solution. Its Condorcet data centre, due to open 
this month at a cost of £43m, will be the first in the 
world to be built with a greenhouse next door.

“Our initial thought process is always, is there 
a way the excess heat can be used somewhere 
near by,” said Rob Coupland, chief operating 
officer of Telecity.

In Amsterdam, the excess energy is used to 
warm the office block where the group has its 
regional headquarters, and also to heat the water 
supply of a hospital.

In Paris, it was harder to find a partner. 
“We looked but couldn’t find anyone who 
was reasonably close,” said Coupland. In the 
end, Telecity struck an agreement with the 
French national agronomic institute to build a 
greenhouse alongside the data centre.

The 500 square metre “climate change 
arboretum”, heated to at least 10C all year round, 

will create the climate expected around the 
Mediterranean in 2050. It will allow scientists to 
study how plants adapt to global warming.

The development has also helped to cheer up 
the rundown area of Aubervilliers, north of the 
city centre, where Condorcet has been constructed 
on the site of a former Citroën factory.

The energy efficiency of data centres has 
improved but a great deal more could be done. 
Coupland estimated that two decades ago it took 
twice as much energy to cool the centres as it did to 
power them. That has now fallen to half as much.

Telecity estimates that Condorcet will save 
the equivalent of 2,500 tonnes of carbon dioxide 
each year thanks to its energy-efficient design. 
There will be external air coolers and the roof 
will have a reflective white coating to stop the 
sun heating up the building.

Of course, that doesn’t solve the problem of 

where the waste heat should go. Julian Frost, 
head of technology, media and telecoms at 
the accountancy firm BDO, predicted more 
partnerships.

“Given the density of data centres in highly 
populated business areas, the use of such centres 
to heat office blocks could become reality,” he 
said. “It would also give companies and data 
centres alike the opportunity to improve their 
green credentials.”

Telecity is not alone in coming up with new 
ideas to improve energy efficiency. In Helsinki, 
the heat from hundreds of servers located beneath 
the Uspenski cathedral is being channelled into 
the local area’s heating network. The project, 
managed by Helsingin Energia, will produce 
enough energy to heat 500 houses.

Coupland said that greenhouses could be 
built alongside future developments.

Energy spin-offs turn fuel-hungry
data centres into hot properties

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

GREEN IDEA
SHIPPING containersmay be essential to global
commerce but they are not environmentally
friendly. They are heavy and take up the same space
whether empty or full. Cargoshell, a Dutch firm,
has designed a collapsiblemodelmade of lighter

materials that can be flat-packed. One lorry can transport
three or four rather than one, possibly savingmillions of
gallons of fuel and the emissions that gowith them.

J
ohn “Grizz” Deal wants to
put a nuclear reactor in
your back garden.

Don’t worry, it’s safe.
So he says. The technol-

ogy his company, Hyperion Power
Generation, is developing is
licensed from America’s Los Alamos
National Laboratory, birthplace of
the atomic bomb.

As nuclear plants go, these are
tiny, about the size of a shed. They
will be buried 6ft underground, can
run virtually unmanned for a dec-
ade and provide enough power for
20,000 people.

That’s the idea at least. Hyperion
hasn’t built one yet. “Our goal,” said
Deal, “is to take the benefits of nuc-
lear power, make it safer and get it
to the public.”

Suprisingly, he is not the only
one selling “nukes for the masses”.
At least a dozen companies, from
giants such as Toshiba-Westing-
house and General Atomics to start-
ups such as Hyperion are working
on plans to make mini reactors a
reality. They vary from ones so
small they could be put in the base-
ment of a house to larger models
that can be put into clusters of a doz-
en or so to give the output of a con-
ventional power station.

The activity reflects nuclear pow-
er’s astonishing rehabilitation from

pariah technology to potential cli-
mate saviour. This has already led to
plans for new nuclear plants in Brit-
ain and America as well as in cur-
rently nuke-free countries such as
Abu Dhabi. But these building pro-
grammes are for the huge reactors
we are accustomed to.

Deal and his ilk have boiled them
down into highly simplified ver-
sions that can be built and sealed in
a factory, trucked to the customer
and dropped into place. Designs
vary but the selling points are the
same: price and simplicity.

Big reactors can cost up to £5 bil-
lion and take a decade to build. Hype-
rion’s could cost as little as $27m and
if all goes to plan they would be
churned out of factories. They can
operate with minimal oversight and
have fail-safe systems that make the
possibility of meltdown remote.

“Sellafield has 150 subsystems.
Ours has 12,” said Deal. “Once it is
switched on it mostly cooks along
on its own, with a couple of people
watching the dials.”

Backers claim that mini reactors
are technologically feasible. But get-
ting the public to accept the idea of
small nukes sprinkled around the
world will be a real battle.

Today there are 437 reactors in
operation, mostly in North America,
Europe and the former Soviet

Union, all of them at heavily guard-
ed complexes. Miniature versions
could number in the thousands,
from far-flung bush communities in
sub-Saharan Africa to oil projects in
the Arctic circle, or as Deal sees it,
an eco-town in Britain. He plans to
open an office here in the spring to
use the country as a manufacturing
base for Europe and Africa.

The plans are lofty but they
remain theoretical. “This is Alice in
Wonderland stuff,” said Ben Ayliffe,
senior anti-nuclear campaigner at
Greenpeace. “There is absolutely no
guarantee that this won’t fall into
the wrong hands and the idea that
in this day and age we will be spread-
ing thousands of nuclear reactors
around the world beggars belief.”

Roger Barlow, professor of par-
ticle physics at Manchester Universi-
ty and chairman of Thorea, a group
that researches alternative nuclear
fuels, disagrees. “It is feasible. We
are building on decades of experi-
ence here but we must have an hon-
est nuclear programme that is not a
front for the military as the first one
was,” he said. The public will be
rightly sceptical of a new nuclear
programme, he added, but thought
that their fears could be overcome.

So how would it work? Much like
today’s reactors. The technology
behind the different models varies
but they all draw on the fission proc-
ess developed and honed over the
past 50 years. Small reactors have
been used for decades in universi-
ties and hospitals for research. So
converting them to generate power
is not the leap it might seem, said
Rex Loesby, chief executive of Cana-

dian Remote Power, a start-up firm.
In fact, smaller models can be

made much safer than traditional
plants because they can be run at
lower temperatures and will use the
latest technology. “We are not com-
peting with big plants producing
power at 6 to 8 cents per kilowatt
hour. They are running right at the
limits of safety to get the thermal
efficiencies of 40% or 50% they
need,” said Loesby. “We can run at
half the efficiency [of big plants] and
still do better than diesel generators.
That’s our competition.”

Indeed, for remote regions where
national electricity grids don’t
reach, the only option is usually die-
sel generation, one of the dirtiest
and most expensive power sources.

Potential customers for the mini

reactors include military bases, pow-
er-hungry industrial projects such
as oil developments, or remote com-
munities in the developing world.
Councillors in Galena, Alaska, for
example, an outpost of 675 people
deep in the Yukon, have approved a
plan to install Toshiba’s 10MW 4S
(Super-Safe, Small and Simple)
design. General Atomics, the Ameri-
can nuclear giant, is working on con-
verting its Triga research reactor for
small-scale generation.

It sounds promising but catastro-
phes such as Chernobyl and near-
disasters such as Three Mile Island
continue to guide perceptions.

“There are a lot of advantages if
people can get over the safety issue,”
said Loesby. “Where sufficient safe-
ty regimes and containment struc-
tures are in place, the record is stel-
lar.” According to the World Nuclear
Association, 31 people have died
from accidents at nuclear plants or
uranium mines in the past 40 years.
That compares with 6,400 fatalities
in coal power stations and mines.
Because of the lack of controls and
infrastructure at Chernobyl, it is not
counted in these statistics.

Most of the small models envis-
aged are essentially boxes of urani-
um that have been denuded of all
but a few parts. Aside from radio-
active waste, the only product of a
nuclear reaction is extreme heat. In
common pressurised reactor
designs the heat is used to turn
water to steam, which powers a tur-
bine. This would be above ground.

No mini reactor design has been
approved by nuclear regulators and
most companies haven’t even

applied for approval, which takes
years to obtain. Companies are none-
theless ploughing ahead with devel-
opment. Rosatom, Russia’s state-
owned nuclear group, which is
working on the world’s first floating
nuclear plant in Siberia, signed a
deal last month with EN+, an arm of
oligarch Oleg Deripaska’s Basic Ele-
ment, to develop small reactors
based on submarine technology.

Nuscale, a firm started two years
ago to commercialise technology
developed at Oregon State Univers-
ity, is ahead of many others. It is
working on 45MW reactors that can
be put side by side in a traditional
power plant set-up. Bruce Landry,
head of business development,
envisages up to a dozen sited togeth-
er to generate 540MW, equal to the
output of a gas-fired power station.
Unlike Hyperion, which doesn’t
expect to build its first reactor until
2013, Nuscale has already submitted
its safety analysis and other tech-
nical data to the US Nuclear Regu-
latory Commission for approval.

For all of them, gaining accept-
ance will be an uphill battle, espe-
cially as the threat from terrorism
remains such a concern. Ian Hore-
Lacey of the World Nuclear Associa-
tion dismisses the worries. “Reac-
tor-grade material has never been
used for weapons. It is spiked with
gamma-emitters so that any bad
guys would be zapped in a hurry,”
he said. “Unless they had tens of
tonnes of insulation material and
industrial-size plants, the idea that
they could take one of these plants
off the back of a truck and use it for a
weapon is inconceivable.”

THEY WILL BE
PLACED UNDER
GROUND, RUN
UNMANNED FOR
A DECADE AND
PROVIDE POWER
FOR 20,000 PEOPLE

A better
way to
catch
the rays

‘‘

KNOWN as the Frying Pan of
Andalucia, the ancient city of
Ecija in southern Spain is reputed
to have once registered a
scorching 52C on the
thermometer.

Which is why a team of
engineers from Whitfield Solar,
a renewable-energy company
from Reading, Berkshire, has been
working there for the past
14 months. Whitfield is testing
technology that it reckons could
save the recession-hit solar-power
industry millions of pounds.

The company has invented
devices that track and concentrate
the sun’s rays. Most current
models are fixed and therefore do
not make best use of the sun all
through the day.

Whitfield claims its technology
can not only create more efficient,
large-scale solar-power systems
but also cheaper models that are
so light they can be moved or
installed by two people.

“Our primary objective is to
make the technology cheaper,”
said Ian Collins, project director.
“At the moment, the stuff on the
market is heavy. We are replacing
it with a cheap plastic lens
focused on to a small cell that
concentrates the light.

“Our technology captures the
sun within an hour of sunrise so
you can achieve up to 15% better
energy use,” he said.

Whitfield plans to roll out the
technology to a small number of
customers after winning £2.7m of
fresh investment from a handful
of investors at the end of last year.
It will be the culmination of more
than three decades of research.

The company started life at
Reading University under George
Whitfield of the cybernetics
department. In 2004, it was spun
out and became a proper business.
Since then, with several rounds of
backing from investors, including
the Carbon Trust, it has been
trying to get the technology to
market.

The tests in Spain have led to a
small customer base being
established there but the recession
has encouraged the firm to speed
up its plans to expand into other
parts of southern Europe.

The company hopes to replicate
the arrangement it has with Cobo,
an Italian automotive group, that
has agreed to make the devices
in its factory.

Later this year, Whitfield
expects to complete another round
of fund raising. “We want to reach
the stage where renewable energy
becomes more competitive with
mainstream energy sources.
At the moment it is driven by
government incentives but we
want it to become more of an
economic choice,” said Collins.
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Energy spinoffs turn fuel-hungry
data centres into hot properties
Waste heat is being diverted
into homes, offices and even a
greenhouse. By James Ashton

Companies are rolling out plans
to make thousands of mini power
stations, writes Danny Fortson

Mini nuclear plantsMini nuclear plants
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WHEN Telecity began plan-
ning its third internet data cen-
tre in Paris, one of the first
things it did was to look for
partners.

In addition to finding cus-
tomers and hiring a firm to
build the facility, it wanted
someone to take the centre’s
biggest waste product — heat.

The internet boom has led to
huge growth in demand for the
services of data centres. They
are like giant warehouses that
house row after row of the com-
puter servers that power the
digital economy.

The growth of data centres
has consequences for the envi-
ronment. They use huge
amounts of electricity, often
consuming as much as a small
town.

Not only do they need large
amounts of energy to power
their servers, they need just as
much energy to cool them
down. That always raises the
question: what happens to the
hot air that is pumped out of
these facilities?

In Paris, Telecity has come
up with a novel solution. Its
Condorcet data centre, due to
open this month at a cost of
£43m, will be the first in the
world to be built with a green-
house next door.

“Our initial thought process
is always, is there a way the
excess heat can be used some-
where near by,” said Rob Coup-

land, chief operating officer of
Telecity.

In Amsterdam, the excess
energy is used to warm the
office block where the group
has its regional headquarters,
and also to heat the water sup-
ply of a hospital.

In Paris, it was harder to find
a partner. “We looked but
couldn’t find anyone who was
reasonably close,” said Coup-
land. In the end, Telecity struck
an agreement with the French
national agronomic institute to
build a greenhouse alongside
the data centre.

The 500 square metre “cli-
mate change arboretum”, heat-
ed to at least 10C all year round,
will create the climate expected
around the Mediterranean in
2050. It will allow scientists to
study how plants adapt to glo-
bal warming.

The development has also
helped to cheer up the run-
down area of Aubervilliers,
north of the city centre, where
Condorcet has been construct-
ed on the site of a former Cit-
roën factory.

The energy efficiency of data
centres has improved but a
great deal more could be done.
Coupland estimated that two
decades ago it took twice as
much energy to cool the cen-
tres as it did to power them.
That has now fallen to half as
much.

Telecity estimates that Con-

dorcet will save the equivalent
of 2,500 tonnes of carbon diox-
ide each year thanks to its ener-
gy-efficient design. There will
be external air coolers and the
roof will have a reflective white
coating to stop the sun heating
up the building.

Of course, that doesn’t solve
the problem of where the waste
heat should go. Julian Frost,
head of technology, media and
telecoms at the accountancy
firm BDO, predicted more part-
nerships.

“Given the density of data

centres in highly populated
business areas, the use of such
centres to heat office blocks
could become reality,” he said.
“It would also give companies
and data centres alike the
opportunity to improve their
green credentials.”

Telecity is not alone in com-
ing up with new ideas to
improve energy efficiency. In
Helsinki, the heat from hun-
dreds of servers located
beneath the Uspenski cathe-
dral is being channelled into
the local area’s heating net-
work. The project, managed by
Helsingin Energia, will pro-
duce enough energy to heat 500
houses.

Coupland said that green-
houses could be built alongside
future developments.

BenMarlow
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GREEN IDEA
SHIPPING containersmay be essential to global
commerce but they are not environmentally
friendly. They are heavy and take up the same space
whether empty or full. Cargoshell, a Dutch firm,
has designed a collapsiblemodelmade of lighter

materials that can be flat-packed. One lorry can transport
three or four rather than one, possibly savingmillions of
gallons of fuel and the emissions that gowith them.

J
ohn “Grizz” Deal wants to
put a nuclear reactor in
your back garden.

Don’t worry, it’s safe.
So he says. The technol-

ogy his company, Hyperion Power
Generation, is developing is
licensed from America’s Los Alamos
National Laboratory, birthplace of
the atomic bomb.

As nuclear plants go, these are
tiny, about the size of a shed. They
will be buried 6ft underground, can
run virtually unmanned for a dec-
ade and provide enough power for
20,000 people.

That’s the idea at least. Hyperion
hasn’t built one yet. “Our goal,” said
Deal, “is to take the benefits of nuc-
lear power, make it safer and get it
to the public.”

Suprisingly, he is not the only
one selling “nukes for the masses”.
At least a dozen companies, from
giants such as Toshiba-Westing-
house and General Atomics to start-
ups such as Hyperion are working
on plans to make mini reactors a
reality. They vary from ones so
small they could be put in the base-
ment of a house to larger models
that can be put into clusters of a doz-
en or so to give the output of a con-
ventional power station.

The activity reflects nuclear pow-
er’s astonishing rehabilitation from

pariah technology to potential cli-
mate saviour. This has already led to
plans for new nuclear plants in Brit-
ain and America as well as in cur-
rently nuke-free countries such as
Abu Dhabi. But these building pro-
grammes are for the huge reactors
we are accustomed to.

Deal and his ilk have boiled them
down into highly simplified ver-
sions that can be built and sealed in
a factory, trucked to the customer
and dropped into place. Designs
vary but the selling points are the
same: price and simplicity.

Big reactors can cost up to £5 bil-
lion and take a decade to build. Hype-
rion’s could cost as little as $27m and
if all goes to plan they would be
churned out of factories. They can
operate with minimal oversight and
have fail-safe systems that make the
possibility of meltdown remote.

“Sellafield has 150 subsystems.
Ours has 12,” said Deal. “Once it is
switched on it mostly cooks along
on its own, with a couple of people
watching the dials.”

Backers claim that mini reactors
are technologically feasible. But get-
ting the public to accept the idea of
small nukes sprinkled around the
world will be a real battle.

Today there are 437 reactors in
operation, mostly in North America,
Europe and the former Soviet

Union, all of them at heavily guard-
ed complexes. Miniature versions
could number in the thousands,
from far-flung bush communities in
sub-Saharan Africa to oil projects in
the Arctic circle, or as Deal sees it,
an eco-town in Britain. He plans to
open an office here in the spring to
use the country as a manufacturing
base for Europe and Africa.

The plans are lofty but they
remain theoretical. “This is Alice in
Wonderland stuff,” said Ben Ayliffe,
senior anti-nuclear campaigner at
Greenpeace. “There is absolutely no
guarantee that this won’t fall into
the wrong hands and the idea that
in this day and age we will be spread-
ing thousands of nuclear reactors
around the world beggars belief.”

Roger Barlow, professor of par-
ticle physics at Manchester Universi-
ty and chairman of Thorea, a group
that researches alternative nuclear
fuels, disagrees. “It is feasible. We
are building on decades of experi-
ence here but we must have an hon-
est nuclear programme that is not a
front for the military as the first one
was,” he said. The public will be
rightly sceptical of a new nuclear
programme, he added, but thought
that their fears could be overcome.

So how would it work? Much like
today’s reactors. The technology
behind the different models varies
but they all draw on the fission proc-
ess developed and honed over the
past 50 years. Small reactors have
been used for decades in universi-
ties and hospitals for research. So
converting them to generate power
is not the leap it might seem, said
Rex Loesby, chief executive of Cana-

dian Remote Power, a start-up firm.
In fact, smaller models can be

made much safer than traditional
plants because they can be run at
lower temperatures and will use the
latest technology. “We are not com-
peting with big plants producing
power at 6 to 8 cents per kilowatt
hour. They are running right at the
limits of safety to get the thermal
efficiencies of 40% or 50% they
need,” said Loesby. “We can run at
half the efficiency [of big plants] and
still do better than diesel generators.
That’s our competition.”

Indeed, for remote regions where
national electricity grids don’t
reach, the only option is usually die-
sel generation, one of the dirtiest
and most expensive power sources.

Potential customers for the mini

reactors include military bases, pow-
er-hungry industrial projects such
as oil developments, or remote com-
munities in the developing world.
Councillors in Galena, Alaska, for
example, an outpost of 675 people
deep in the Yukon, have approved a
plan to install Toshiba’s 10MW 4S
(Super-Safe, Small and Simple)
design. General Atomics, the Ameri-
can nuclear giant, is working on con-
verting its Triga research reactor for
small-scale generation.

It sounds promising but catastro-
phes such as Chernobyl and near-
disasters such as Three Mile Island
continue to guide perceptions.

“There are a lot of advantages if
people can get over the safety issue,”
said Loesby. “Where sufficient safe-
ty regimes and containment struc-
tures are in place, the record is stel-
lar.” According to the World Nuclear
Association, 31 people have died
from accidents at nuclear plants or
uranium mines in the past 40 years.
That compares with 6,400 fatalities
in coal power stations and mines.
Because of the lack of controls and
infrastructure at Chernobyl, it is not
counted in these statistics.

Most of the small models envis-
aged are essentially boxes of urani-
um that have been denuded of all
but a few parts. Aside from radio-
active waste, the only product of a
nuclear reaction is extreme heat. In
common pressurised reactor
designs the heat is used to turn
water to steam, which powers a tur-
bine. This would be above ground.

No mini reactor design has been
approved by nuclear regulators and
most companies haven’t even

applied for approval, which takes
years to obtain. Companies are none-
theless ploughing ahead with devel-
opment. Rosatom, Russia’s state-
owned nuclear group, which is
working on the world’s first floating
nuclear plant in Siberia, signed a
deal last month with EN+, an arm of
oligarch Oleg Deripaska’s Basic Ele-
ment, to develop small reactors
based on submarine technology.

Nuscale, a firm started two years
ago to commercialise technology
developed at Oregon State Univers-
ity, is ahead of many others. It is
working on 45MW reactors that can
be put side by side in a traditional
power plant set-up. Bruce Landry,
head of business development,
envisages up to a dozen sited togeth-
er to generate 540MW, equal to the
output of a gas-fired power station.
Unlike Hyperion, which doesn’t
expect to build its first reactor until
2013, Nuscale has already submitted
its safety analysis and other tech-
nical data to the US Nuclear Regu-
latory Commission for approval.

For all of them, gaining accept-
ance will be an uphill battle, espe-
cially as the threat from terrorism
remains such a concern. Ian Hore-
Lacey of the World Nuclear Associa-
tion dismisses the worries. “Reac-
tor-grade material has never been
used for weapons. It is spiked with
gamma-emitters so that any bad
guys would be zapped in a hurry,”
he said. “Unless they had tens of
tonnes of insulation material and
industrial-size plants, the idea that
they could take one of these plants
off the back of a truck and use it for a
weapon is inconceivable.”

THEY WILL BE
PLACED UNDER
GROUND, RUN
UNMANNED FOR
A DECADE AND
PROVIDE POWER
FOR 20,000 PEOPLE

A better
way to
catch
the rays

‘‘

KNOWN as the Frying Pan of
Andalucia, the ancient city of
Ecija in southern Spain is reputed
to have once registered a
scorching 52C on the
thermometer.

Which is why a team of
engineers from Whitfield Solar,
a renewable-energy company
from Reading, Berkshire, has been
working there for the past
14 months. Whitfield is testing
technology that it reckons could
save the recession-hit solar-power
industry millions of pounds.

The company has invented
devices that track and concentrate
the sun’s rays. Most current
models are fixed and therefore do
not make best use of the sun all
through the day.

Whitfield claims its technology
can not only create more efficient,
large-scale solar-power systems
but also cheaper models that are
so light they can be moved or
installed by two people.

“Our primary objective is to
make the technology cheaper,”
said Ian Collins, project director.
“At the moment, the stuff on the
market is heavy. We are replacing
it with a cheap plastic lens
focused on to a small cell that
concentrates the light.

“Our technology captures the
sun within an hour of sunrise so
you can achieve up to 15% better
energy use,” he said.

Whitfield plans to roll out the
technology to a small number of
customers after winning £2.7m of
fresh investment from a handful
of investors at the end of last year.
It will be the culmination of more
than three decades of research.

The company started life at
Reading University under George
Whitfield of the cybernetics
department. In 2004, it was spun
out and became a proper business.
Since then, with several rounds of
backing from investors, including
the Carbon Trust, it has been
trying to get the technology to
market.

The tests in Spain have led to a
small customer base being
established there but the recession
has encouraged the firm to speed
up its plans to expand into other
parts of southern Europe.

The company hopes to replicate
the arrangement it has with Cobo,
an Italian automotive group, that
has agreed to make the devices
in its factory.

Later this year, Whitfield
expects to complete another round
of fund raising. “We want to reach
the stage where renewable energy
becomes more competitive with
mainstream energy sources.
At the moment it is driven by
government incentives but we
want it to become more of an
economic choice,” said Collins.
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Energy spinoffs turn fuel-hungry
data centres into hot properties
Waste heat is being diverted
into homes, offices and even a
greenhouse. By James Ashton

Companies are rolling out plans
to make thousands of mini power
stations, writes Danny Fortson

Mini nuclear plantsMini nuclear plants
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Telecity has developed a system to get rid 
of the heat from its new Paris data centre
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WHEN Telecity began plan-
ning its third internet data cen-
tre in Paris, one of the first
things it did was to look for
partners.

In addition to finding cus-
tomers and hiring a firm to
build the facility, it wanted
someone to take the centre’s
biggest waste product — heat.

The internet boom has led to
huge growth in demand for the
services of data centres. They
are like giant warehouses that
house row after row of the com-
puter servers that power the
digital economy.

The growth of data centres
has consequences for the envi-
ronment. They use huge
amounts of electricity, often
consuming as much as a small
town.

Not only do they need large
amounts of energy to power
their servers, they need just as
much energy to cool them
down. That always raises the
question: what happens to the
hot air that is pumped out of
these facilities?

In Paris, Telecity has come
up with a novel solution. Its
Condorcet data centre, due to
open this month at a cost of
£43m, will be the first in the
world to be built with a green-
house next door.

“Our initial thought process
is always, is there a way the
excess heat can be used some-
where near by,” said Rob Coup-

land, chief operating officer of
Telecity.

In Amsterdam, the excess
energy is used to warm the
office block where the group
has its regional headquarters,
and also to heat the water sup-
ply of a hospital.

In Paris, it was harder to find
a partner. “We looked but
couldn’t find anyone who was
reasonably close,” said Coup-
land. In the end, Telecity struck
an agreement with the French
national agronomic institute to
build a greenhouse alongside
the data centre.

The 500 square metre “cli-
mate change arboretum”, heat-
ed to at least 10C all year round,
will create the climate expected
around the Mediterranean in
2050. It will allow scientists to
study how plants adapt to glo-
bal warming.

The development has also
helped to cheer up the run-
down area of Aubervilliers,
north of the city centre, where
Condorcet has been construct-
ed on the site of a former Cit-
roën factory.

The energy efficiency of data
centres has improved but a
great deal more could be done.
Coupland estimated that two
decades ago it took twice as
much energy to cool the cen-
tres as it did to power them.
That has now fallen to half as
much.

Telecity estimates that Con-

dorcet will save the equivalent
of 2,500 tonnes of carbon diox-
ide each year thanks to its ener-
gy-efficient design. There will
be external air coolers and the
roof will have a reflective white
coating to stop the sun heating
up the building.

Of course, that doesn’t solve
the problem of where the waste
heat should go. Julian Frost,
head of technology, media and
telecoms at the accountancy
firm BDO, predicted more part-
nerships.

“Given the density of data

centres in highly populated
business areas, the use of such
centres to heat office blocks
could become reality,” he said.
“It would also give companies
and data centres alike the
opportunity to improve their
green credentials.”

Telecity is not alone in com-
ing up with new ideas to
improve energy efficiency. In
Helsinki, the heat from hun-
dreds of servers located
beneath the Uspenski cathe-
dral is being channelled into
the local area’s heating net-
work. The project, managed by
Helsingin Energia, will pro-
duce enough energy to heat 500
houses.

Coupland said that green-
houses could be built alongside
future developments.

BenMarlow
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