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While data centers have always been considered critical infrastructure, recent events are creating a new awareness of how 

they affect all corners of our economy. We as a global economy are in the midst of an explosion in the need for data access 

and connectivity - Office 365, online grocery delivery, video streaming services, home offices, online banking, and the 

Industrial internet of Things. The list goes on and on.  

As a result, not surprisingly, the data center industry is experiencing tremendous growth due to this demand, and resilient 

power and uninterrupted operations are critical to enabling this growth. Yet, mission critical industries such as data centers 

require a level of resiliency that the grid simply can’t support. Power is like oxygen for data centers, and protection from grid 

outages and disruptions is essential to any successful data center operator. But severe weather events, cyber threat, and 

wildfires have become the new reality and stress the grid with the risk of long-term outages.  

Microgrids are an becoming a more attractive, cleaner and less expensive alternative to address long term outages when 

downtime just isn’t an option. While microgrids have been around for some time and are now being recognized for their 

ability to supplement grid capacity during times of high demand, several myths still exist. 
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With the emergence of the “resiliency-

as-a-service” microgrid model, facilities 

can realize all the benefits of a 

microgrid without taking on the 

financial or operational burden. 

Outsourcing power resiliency to experts 

that know the technology and the 

market allows businesses to focus on 

their core operations. In fact, so many 

commercial and industrial customers 

are adopting microgrids that North 

America is leading the market. 

According to Guidehouse, 81% of global 

customers choose to use microgrids 

through a service partner business 

model as of 2Q2019. 

Modernization of the microgrid has 

provided the ability to analyze 

autonomously when power needs to be 

delivered whether as facility backup or 

as services back to grid. These 

intelligent assets remove the 

operational burden from the facility, 

reduce energy costs, and reduce the 

risks associated with an extended 

power outage – failure to meet SLAs, 

equipment failure, and damage to 

reputation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While the data center industry leads the 

way in clean energy for operations, it 

has traditionally looked to diesel as a 

backup fuel source. However, diesel 

engines are known for their high cost 

and high emissions, which restrict non-

emergency run hours. Burdensome 

maintenance of engines and fuel, along 

with infrequent loaded testing is why 

diesel generators are far less reliable 

when you need them in an emergency. 

In addition, during crisis events with 

long term outages lasting days or 

weeks, diesel fuel may not be readily 

available once your on-site fuel has 

been depleted. 

Unlike the traditional diesel backup 

generators, microgrids support clean 

power initiatives by reducing emissions 

while increasing reliability. Microgrids 

offer the ability to mix and match 

multiple technologies to meet specific 

needs to improve reliability and improve 

overall data center economics. Properly 

designed natural gas generators meet 

start time and power quality 

requirements of data centers, and unlike 

diesel backup generators, have lower 

emissions and you can run without run 

time constraints. They run more often 

and are more reliable. Other advanced 

technologies such as biodiesel and 

renewable natural gas can reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions even more. 

This trend will continue improving the 

economics of microgrids which can also 

include storage and solar. 

Myth 1: Microgrids are complex 
to build, manage, and operate

Myth 2: Only diesel-fueled 
generators can meet the 
backup power requirements of 
a data center 

WHAT IS A MICROGRID? 

Because the term “microgrid” can 

mean different things to different 

people, it may be beneficial to first 

define a microgrid. 

Today’s microgrids are much more 

than just a backup power generator. 

Unlike a “dumb” asset that 

someone turns on when it is 

needed, microgrids run during non-

emergency hours providing other 

benefits too. They leverage data 

analytics to automatically operate 

when needed without human 

intervention. Network Operations 

Centers continuously monitor 

performance and intelligent 

software can mine data for 

operational patterns and respond 

programmatically and efficiently. 

A microgrid is more than a 

collection of energy resources. They 

can island and operate 

autonomously carrying full power 

load for a local facility when the 

power is down. Microgrids can also 

complement the broader grid by 

supplementing grid capacity during 

times of high demand or 

intermittent supply. 

According to NOAA, there were 14 

climate and weather events in 2019 

generating $1B or more in damage. 

This fact, along with the aging grid 

infrastructure has increased interest 

in how microgrids can supplement 

the grid in outage prone regions 

including California with the Public 

Safety Power Shutoff (PSPS) events 

or in more rural areas with less 

reliable grid support. 

LET’S TALK MORE ABOUT MYTHS SURROUNDING MICROGRIDS.
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The trend, much like edge computing, is that microgrids are 

becoming modular. They are more a product versus a 

customized project. Modular microgrids include standardized 

hardware components, and tight pre-packaged integration of 

components can rule out unforeseen consequences of 

equipment not working well together. This standardization, 

along with the ability to tailor operations through software 

and streamline deployment by reducing the need for on-site 

engineering during installation, drives down complexity and 

maintenance and manufacturing costs. Modular, low-cost 

microgrids can provide long-duration resiliency while 

integrating renewables and natural gas which are more 

affordable and cleaner than using diesel. 

The most important economic advantage compared to diesel 

backup power is that microgrids can earn a revenue stream 

by supporting the grid with distributed electrical capacity 

and energy which can be lucrative financial benefits to the 

microgrid owner. The resulting effective cost of backup 

power is reduced to a fraction of the cost of traditional 

solutions in many markets. 

Microgrids offer data center operators – from hyperscale to 

colocation to enterprise and even at the edge – a resiliency 

solution that reduces the cost of backup power with a cleaner 

solution that supports increased penetration of renewable 

energy assets on the grid. Most importantly, microgrid 

systems can island for extended periods during times of 

disasters when the grid is down for days to weeks when 

other fuel supply chains are disrupted. 

Few microgrids are exactly alike and the financial, 

maintenance, and technology aspects of deployment can be 

intimidating and confusing. Finding a trusted partner, one 

that understands the technology, manages complexities of 

the energy market, and that is committed to high standards 

of service is key. You’ll find that deploying a microgrid is less 

complex and more affordable than you think. 

Allan Schurr is Chief Commercial Officer at Enchanted Rock, LLC. He can be reached at aschurr@enchantedrock.com. 
enchantedrock.com

Microgrids, a viable option for 
the data center industry 

Myth 3: Microgrids are too 
expensive 




