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The Data Center Buildout Is Rewriting 
the Economics of Metal Fabrication 
Why speed, engineering proximity, supply resilience, and total landed cost are 

propelling fabrication work back to the United States  

 
Robotic welding capability in a U.S. fabrication environment. Photo supplied by Metcam. 

 Executive thesis 

North America's data center cycle is creating 
urgent demand for frames, cabinets, enclosures, 
cooling hardware, supports, piping assemblies, 
skids, and protective housings. These products 
must be revised, produced, and replenished on 
schedules increasingly incompatible with long 
offshore supply chains. The lowest piece price is 
no longer the lowest system cost. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A demand shock meets a supply-chain reality 
Data center development has moved from a concentrated real-estate niche into a national infrastructure 
cycle. JLL reports more than 35 GW of data center capacity under construction in North America at year-end 
2025, with 64% of the pipeline in frontier markets. The U.S. Department of Energy has separately warned that 
data center load growth could double or triple by 2028, while the 2025 Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory 
update estimates that data centers could account for 11.8% of total U.S. electricity use by 2030.[1][2][3] 

This buildout creates an unusually strong pull for domestic fabrication. Data center cooling, power 
distribution, backup generation, electrical control, and modular infrastructure all consume fabricated metal. 
They also share three characteristics: compressed deployment schedules, frequent design changes, and high 
consequences for late delivery. Those characteristics reduce the value of distant low-cost sourcing and 
increase the value of local capacity that can quote quickly, collaborate with engineers, recover from changes, 
and deliver in smaller, more frequent lots. 

Demand is local and urgent 
Offshore cost advantages are 

eroding 
Domestic capacity is strategic 

Cooling and power equipment 
must arrive in sequence with 
construction and 
commissioning. A delayed 
enclosure or frame can hold up 
a much larger system. 

Tariffs, freight, inventory, 
quality escapes, minimum 
order quantities, currency, and 
engineering-change delays now 
outweigh a narrow piece-price 
comparison on many 
fabricated parts. 

Buyers need qualified suppliers 
with welding, forming, finishing, 
assembly, testing, and rapid 
engineering response near the 
point of demand. 

 

 Bottom line 

Data center growth is not simply increasing metal 
demand. It is changing the required operating 
model: from lowest quoted price and long 
replenishment cycles to speed, resilience, 
engineering intimacy, and assured capacity. 

 
1 | THE DEMAND ENGINE 

Data centers are becoming a manufacturing market 
A modern data center is a dense integration of computing, electrical, thermal, fire-suppression, security, and 
structural systems. Even when servers receive the attention, the physical buildout depends on a broad metal-
fabrication ecosystem. 

Thermal management: Chiller rails, supports, fan decks, fan shrouds, louvers, panels, pump and piping 
supports, heat-exchanger frames, and protective guards. 
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Electrical and controls: Electronic control enclosures, cabinets, busway supports, battery and UPS housings, 
cable-management structures, and generator enclosures. 

Modular deployment: Skids, bases, frames, roof and wall panels, access doors, containment systems, and 
preassembled modules that reduce work at the jobsite. 

Reliability systems: Fire-suppression cabinets, weather-resistant housings, redundant cooling assemblies, 
service platforms, and protective structures. 

The pipeline is also geographically broadening. JLL reports that nearly two-thirds of North American capacity 
under construction is now in frontier markets, including West Texas, Tennessee, Wisconsin, and Ohio.[1] This 
matters for fabrication because these markets often have less mature local supplier networks than Northern 
Virginia, Dallas, or Phoenix. New demand therefore reaches outward into regional manufacturing corridors and 
creates opportunities for capable suppliers that can serve multiple sites. 

The data center market rewards suppliers that can compress the distance 
between design intent and production reality. 

Data center buyer requirement Fabrication implication 

Shorter construction windows Faster RFQ response, available tooling, and shorter 
material-to-ship cycles 

Frequent engineering revisions Local design-for-manufacture collaboration and 
controlled revision management 

High uptime and quality expectations Qualified welding, traceability, inspection, coating 
control, and documented corrective action 

Phased and uncertain ramp profiles Flexible lot sizes, demand visibility, and capacity 
that can scale without excessive inventory 

2 | WHY OFFSHORING IS STRAINING NORTH AMERICAN SUPPLY 

The low-cost sourcing model optimized the wrong variable 
For decades, many OEMs reduced direct purchase cost by moving sheet-metal fabrication, welded 
assemblies, and enclosures to lower-labor-cost regions. The model worked best when designs were stable, 
demand was predictable, order quantities were large, and delivery windows were forgiving. The data center 
market is often the opposite. 

Lead-time stacking 

Ocean transit is only one component. Tooling, production queues, consolidation, customs, inland transport, 
incoming inspection, rework, and buffer inventory can turn a nominally low-cost part into a multi-month 
replenishment decision. 
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Engineering-change latency 

When field conditions, thermal loads, cable routes, or component selections change, overseas tooling and 
work-in-process can become obsolete before arrival. Local suppliers can stop, revise, validate, and restart 
faster. 

Hidden working capital 

Long pipelines require more safety stock and larger order quantities. Cash is tied up in goods that may be 
superseded by a new revision or demand shift. 

Quality recovery distance 

A weld defect, coating issue, dimensional miss, or wrong revision is harder and slower to contain when the 
supplier is thousands of miles away. Expedited replacement can erase months of piece-price savings. 

Trade and freight volatility 

Steel and aluminum tariffs, derivative-product rules, port conditions, and changing trade policy increase 
landed-cost uncertainty. BCG estimated that the 2025 increase in U.S. steel and aluminum tariffs could add 
roughly $50 billion in tariff costs.[4] 

Hollowed local surge capacity 

Repeated offshoring removed volume that once supported domestic labor, tooling, engineering, and second-
source capacity. When North American demand accelerates, buyers discover that nearby suppliers cannot 
instantly recreate capacity that took years to dismantle. 

 The supply paradox 

Offshoring saved money in a stable-demand 
environment, but it also reduced the number of 
qualified North American sources. Now, rapid data 
center growth is arriving precisely when local 
capacity, skilled labor, and material availability 
must be rebuilt. 
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3 | THE RESHORING ECONOMICS 

Total landed cost now favors proximity more often 
Reshoring does not mean every fabricated part should be made domestically. High-volume, stable, labor-
intensive products may remain economical offshore. The shift occurs where the cost of delay, change, 
disruption, or inventory exceeds the direct labor savings. 

Decision factor Offshore advantage Domestic advantage Data center relevance 

Direct labor High Moderate 
Important, but often 
outweighed by schedule 
and change risk 

Freight and tariffs Low High 
Large enclosures and 
fabricated assemblies 
are freight-intensive 

Minimum lot size Low High 
Ramp profiles and 
revisions favor smaller 
lots 

Engineering changes Low High 
Thermal and electrical 
designs evolve quickly 

Recovery from defects Low High 
Commissioning dates 
make replacement speed 
critical 

IP and traceability Moderate High 
Documentation and 
controlled processes are 
valued 

Working capital Low High 
Long pipelines create 
inventory and 
obsolescence risk 

The strategic question is no longer “Where is the cheapest shop?” It is 
“Which supply network protects the commissioning date at the lowest 
total risk-adjusted cost?” 

The 2025 Reshoring Survey Report found that manufacturers increasingly value locating manufacturing near 
engineering and place a premium on quick delivery available from local sources.[5] That logic is especially 
strong for fabricated metal because the product is physical, bulky, revision-sensitive, and often integrated into 
a larger assembly. 
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4 | WHAT NORTH AMERICAN BUYERS ARE EXPERIENCING 

Demand is rising faster than the supplier base can respond 
North American buyers are encountering a two-sided constraint. First, data center and electrification programs 
are increasing requirements for steel, aluminum, enclosures, skids, cooling hardware, and power equipment. 
Second, the domestic fabrication base must rebuild capacity while managing material price volatility, labor 
constraints, and the consequences of years of fragmented sourcing. 

• Longer RFQ queues and slower quote turnaround as capable shops triage opportunities against available 
engineering and production resources. 

• Capacity reservations, deposits, and longer scheduling horizons for welding, powder coating, painting, 
assembly, and specialized testing. 

• Material substitutions and commercial exceptions when specified gauges, alloys, coatings, or purchased 
components are not available on the project schedule. 

• Increased reliance on dual sourcing, regional supplier networks, and hybrid models that combine offshore 
subcomponents with U.S. inspection, finishing, and final assembly. 

• Greater scrutiny of supplier forecasting, change control, quality systems, and ability to add shifts, labor, 
automation, or equipment. 

The United States remains dependent on imports for a wide range of mineral inputs; USGS reported that 
imports supplied more than half of apparent U.S. consumption for 46 nonfuel mineral commodities in 2024.[6] 
Steel import monitoring by the Department of Commerce likewise exists because import flows can change 
quickly and materially affect domestic markets.[7] This does not mean the U.S. lacks metal. It means buyers 
must treat raw-material strategy, domestic mill relationships, and alternative specifications as part of 
fabrication capacity planning. 

 A practical interpretation 

The strain is not simply “not enough metal.” It is 
insufficient synchronized capacity across material, 
cutting, forming, welding, finishing, purchased 
components, inspection, and assembly - all timed 
to an accelerating construction schedule. 

 
5 | A STRATEGY FOR U.S. FABRICATORS 

How domestic suppliers can convert the opportunity 

1. Sell speed and certainty, not only machine hours 

Quantify RFQ response time, prototype-to-production timing, revision turnaround, recovery capability, and 
delivery performance. These are economic benefits to the customer. 

2. Build around repeatable product families 

Target enclosures, panels, rails, supports, decks, shrouds, skids, cabinets, and piping assemblies where 
common processes and tooling can serve multiple customers. 
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3. Integrate purchased-component risk 

Doors, hinges, insulation, seals, hardware, controls, and specialty coatings can set the real lead time. Supplier 
development and alternative-component qualification are essential. 

4. Use automation to offset labor cost 

Robotic welding, laser cutting, automated forming, fixturing, and digital work instructions reduce the labor-
cost gap while improving repeatability and scale. 

5. Create modular capacity options 

Use overtime, additional shifts, selective outsourcing, leased space, and equipment investment gates so 
capacity can grow with confirmed demand rather than speculation. 

6. Ask customers for actionable forecasts 

Forecasts should include product mix, revision status, confidence bands, and required dates. Sales must 
translate market conversations into operations-ready demand signals. 

7. Protect the customer portfolio 

Data center demand can justify major investment, but concentration risk remains. Capabilities created for one 
anchor customer should be deliberately marketed to adjacent HVAC, controls, power, transportation, and 
infrastructure accounts. 

 Metcam implication 

The most attractive position is not to compete with 
offshore suppliers on labor alone. It is to become 
the North American speed-and-reliability partner 
for complex fabricated assemblies that require 
close engineering support, controlled welding, 
finishing, assembly, and rapid scale-up. 
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6 | MANAGEMENT DECISIONS 

The opportunity is real, but conversion requires investment 

discipline 
Leadership teams should treat data center reshoring as a portfolio of staged bets rather than a single forecast. 
The demand indicators are strong, but execution risk remains in power availability, project timing, customer 
concentration, material costs, and labor. 

Decision horizon Priority actions Evidence required 

0-90 days 

Map RFQ backlog; identify 
repeatable product families; 
qualify alternate material and 
purchased-part sources; set 
quote-turn targets. 

Named customer programs, 
realistic volumes, current drawing 
maturity, and available internal 
capacity. 

3-12 months 

Add selective headcount, fixtures, 
inspection capability, and 
automation; establish 
outsourcing partners for overflow 
or specialized processes. 

Purchase orders, customer 
commitments, margin after 
landed cost, and measurable 
capacity utilization. 

12-36 months 

Expand piping/tubing, welding, 
finishing, assembly, or factory 
space where the capability serves 
multiple accounts. 

Multi-customer pipeline, signed 
long-term agreements, return-on-
investment case, and 
facility/utilities assessment. 

The future is bright, but the winners will be the fabricators that match 
commercial speed with disciplined capacity expansion. 

Conclusion 
Data center growth is propelling reshoring because the market values attributes that are difficult to buy across 
an ocean: fast iteration, shorter replenishment, lower inventory exposure, quality recovery, engineering 
access, and dependable delivery. Offshoring remains part of the global supply mix, but decades of optimizing 
for low piece price have reduced local surge capacity and made North American buyers more vulnerable when 
demand rises quickly. 

For U.S. metal fabricators, the opening is significant. The winning proposition is not nationalism or tariff 
protection. It is operational economics: placing capable fabrication close to engineering and end demand 
reduces risk, shortens the cash cycle, supports rapid changes, and protects the deployment schedule of high-
value infrastructure. 
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 Closing statement 

Disciplined execution plus strategic investment 
equals sustainable growth. The opportunities are 
real, the hurdles are knowable, and the plan is 
manageable. 
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