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About This Paper

The United States is entering a period of profound economic and technological 

transformation. Artificial intelligence, advanced manufacturing, energy security, and 

digital infrastructure are converging in ways that are reshaping both national 

competitiveness and regional development. This publication examines those trends 

through the lens of Appalachia and argues that the region's energy resources, industrial 

infrastructure, transportation systems, and technical workforce can serve as the 

foundation for a new infrastructure economy.

Executive Summary

Artificial intelligence is creating unprecedented demand for dependable electricity, 

advanced manufacturing capacity, communications networks, water resources, and 

highly skilled labor. The next era of economic growth will be built upon the integration of 

these assets into resilient infrastructure ecosystems.

The central thesis of this paper is that Appalachia possesses many of the characteristics 

necessary to support this transformation. Rather than viewing the region solely as a 

source of raw materials, it should be understood as a platform for long-term value 

creation through the integration of energy, manufacturing, infrastructure, and human 

capital.



PART I: THE EMERGING INFRASTRUCTURE ECONOMY

Introduction

Every generation experiences periods in which technological innovation reshapes the 

underlying structure of economic activity. The steam engine transformed agriculture and 

transportation. Electrification revolutionized manufacturing and urban development. The 

rise of the internet fundamentally altered communications, commerce, and the flow of 

information.

The United States now appears to be entering another such period.

Artificial intelligence, advanced manufacturing, and the modernization of energy systems 

are converging to create new forms of industrial organization and new patterns of 

investment. At the same time, changing global supply chains and renewed attention to 

domestic production are reinforcing the strategic importance of physical infrastructure.

For many years, the digital economy was often viewed as largely independent of 

geography. Software companies could scale globally with relatively modest physical 

footprints, while economic value increasingly centered upon intellectual property and 

information.

Artificial intelligence is changing that relationship.

Advanced computational systems require enormous quantities of electricity, highly 

specialized facilities, resilient communications networks, industrial-scale development 

sites, water resources, and a technically sophisticated workforce. The physical demands 

of the emerging AI economy are therefore beginning to reshape the geography of 

economic development.

This transformation carries important implications.

The regions that successfully integrate energy production, manufacturing capability, 

transportation infrastructure, educational institutions, and skilled labor may become the 

principal beneficiaries of the next great wave of industrial investment.

The chapters that follow examine three closely related dimensions of this emerging 

infrastructure economy.

The first explores the rise of artificial intelligence as an infrastructure-intensive 

technology.

The second examines the growing relationship between energy security and national 

competitiveness.



The third considers the return of advanced manufacturing and the renewed importance 

of domestic industrial capacity.

Taken together, these developments suggest that the future of economic growth may 

depend less upon isolated technological breakthroughs and more upon the ability to 

build resilient systems that connect innovation, infrastructure, and human capability into 

a coherent whole.



Chapter One

The AI Revolution and the New Demand for Infrastructure

The Next Great Industrial Transformation

Artificial intelligence is often described as a software revolution.

In reality, it may prove to be one of the largest infrastructure revolutions in modern 

history.

Public attention has understandably focused on the remarkable capabilities of machine 

learning systems, large language models, autonomous technologies, and intelligent 

automation. Yet beneath these visible applications lies an enormous physical foundation 

composed of electrical generation, transmission networks, data centers, communications 

systems, industrial facilities, water resources, and highly skilled labor.

Unlike many previous waves of digital innovation, artificial intelligence cannot exist 

independently of the infrastructure that supports it.

The emergence of the internet largely rewarded regions that concentrated financial 

capital and software talent. The emergence of artificial intelligence may increasingly 

reward regions capable of supplying dependable energy, industrial-scale land, 

transportation connectivity, communications infrastructure, and technical expertise.

Artificial intelligence is therefore not simply creating new technology companies. It is 

creating a new class of strategic infrastructure.

From the Information Economy to the Infrastructure Economy

For much of the past three decades, the digital economy appeared largely detached 

from the physical world. Software companies could scale globally with relatively modest 

physical footprints, while value creation increasingly centered upon intellectual property 

and data.

Artificial intelligence is changing that equation.

Training and operating advanced machine learning systems requires vast computational 

clusters containing thousands of specialized processors operating continuously. These 

systems consume substantial quantities of electricity while generating significant thermal 

loads that require sophisticated cooling infrastructure.

The next generation of economic competition may depend less upon access to 

information and more upon access to the physical systems that make information 

processing possible.



Artificial intelligence is therefore accelerating a broader shift from the information 

economy toward an infrastructure economy.

Energy Becomes the Critical Input

Every major technological transformation has depended upon a foundational enabling 

resource.

The Industrial Revolution relied upon coal. Mass manufacturing depended upon 

electrification. The information age was built upon telecommunications networks.

The emerging age of artificial intelligence is built upon energy.

Behind every advanced computational model lies an immense physical system of 

servers, processors, cooling equipment, transmission infrastructure, and electrical 

generation. While software may represent the visible expression of artificial intelligence, 

its practical operation depends upon a vast network of physical assets working 

continuously in the background.

Dependable, scalable, and affordable energy is becoming one of the defining 

characteristics of competitive regions.

The Convergence of AI and Industrial Policy

The emergence of artificial intelligence is occurring alongside several other structural 

changes in the American economy.

Advanced manufacturing is expanding. Supply chains are being reevaluated. 

Governments are placing greater emphasis on domestic production of strategic 

technologies. Infrastructure investment has returned to the center of national economic 

policy.

Artificial intelligence depends upon semiconductors, advanced materials, precision 

manufacturing, electrical equipment, and sophisticated logistics systems. At the same 

time, modern manufacturing itself is becoming increasingly dependent upon artificial 

intelligence for automation, quality control, predictive maintenance, and process 

optimization.

Artificial intelligence accelerates manufacturing, and manufacturing builds the systems 

that enable artificial intelligence.

A New Geography of Investment

The physical demands of artificial intelligence are beginning to reshape the geography of 

economic development.



Electricity must be generated and delivered. Facilities require substantial land and water 

resources. Transportation networks must support construction and ongoing operations. 

Skilled workers must be available to build, maintain, and expand increasingly complex 

systems.

As these requirements become more significant, regions possessing strong 

infrastructure foundations may become increasingly attractive destinations for long-term 

investment.

Infrastructure as a National Competitive Advantage

Throughout history, nations that invested successfully in infrastructure often created the 

conditions for long-term economic leadership.

Canals expanded commerce. Railroads connected markets. Electrification transformed 

industry. Highways accelerated mobility and trade.

Modern economies increasingly compete not only through technology, but through their 

ability to generate electricity, manufacture advanced equipment, educate skilled workers, 

and build resilient physical systems.

Infrastructure therefore becomes more than a collection of assets. It becomes a source 

of national competitive advantage.

Conclusion

Artificial intelligence is frequently described as a software revolution. In reality, it may 

prove to be one of the largest infrastructure revolutions in modern history.

The extraordinary computational demands of advanced AI systems are creating 

unprecedented requirements for energy production, industrial development, 

communications networks, water resources, transportation systems, and highly skilled 

labor.

The central challenge is no longer simply developing more sophisticated algorithms. It is 

building the physical foundation upon which those algorithms can operate.

Artificial intelligence may shape the future, but that future will ultimately be built upon 

infrastructure.



Chapter Two

Energy Security as National Security

The Foundation of Modern Prosperity

If artificial intelligence represents the next great infrastructure revolution, then energy 

remains the foundation upon which that revolution depends.

Throughout history, the rise and fall of nations has often been linked to their ability to 

produce, control, and efficiently utilize energy. Water power fueled early industry, coal 

powered the Industrial Revolution, and electrification transformed the twentieth century.

Modern economies rely upon interconnected systems of electrical generation, 

transmission infrastructure, communications networks, transportation systems, and 

digital technologies that operate continuously. As a result, energy has evolved beyond 

its traditional role as an industrial input. It has become a strategic national asset.

The New Era of Electricity Demand

For much of the last two decades, electricity demand growth remained relatively modest. 

Artificial intelligence, advanced manufacturing, transportation electrification, and 

continued digitalization are now challenging that assumption.

The computational requirements associated with advanced AI systems require 

continuous operation and enormous quantities of dependable electricity. Investment 

decisions increasingly follow the availability of infrastructure rather than the other way 

around.

Communities capable of delivering reliable electrical capacity may possess a decisive 

advantage in attracting future industries.

Reliability as an Economic Asset

The value of an energy system is measured not simply by the quantity of electricity it 

produces, but by the reliability with which that electricity can be delivered.

Manufacturing plants, hospitals, communications systems, transportation networks, and 

data centers all depend upon uninterrupted operation. Reliability therefore becomes 

more than an engineering objective. It becomes an economic asset.

Generation capacity, transmission systems, substations, and grid modernization projects 

are components of a broader economic platform capable of supporting technological 

innovation and industrial growth.

The Importance of a Balanced Energy System

Resilient infrastructure systems benefit from diversity.



Different energy resources possess different operational characteristics, and balanced 

systems allow those strengths to complement one another. The objective is not simply 

the production of electricity, but the creation of reliable, flexible, and adaptable networks 

capable of supporting changing patterns of demand.

Artificial intelligence and advanced manufacturing reinforce the importance of this 

approach because they require stable and predictable operating conditions.

The Hidden Challenge: Transmission Infrastructure

Generation alone cannot create economic value if electricity cannot be delivered 

efficiently to the places where it is needed.

Transmission infrastructure forms the connective tissue of the modern economy, linking 

power plants to communities, industrial facilities, data centers, hospitals, and 

transportation systems.

In many respects, transmission infrastructure performs a role similar to that played by 

railroads during the nineteenth century or interstate highways during the twentieth. It 

creates the pathways through which economic activity can expand.

Energy Resilience and National Competitiveness

Economic resilience increasingly depends upon the ability of societies to withstand 

disruption while maintaining essential services and productive capacity.

Artificial intelligence, advanced manufacturing, and digital infrastructure all rely upon 

electrical systems that function consistently under a wide range of conditions. The 

stronger and more adaptable those systems become, the more attractive they become 

for long-term investment.

Infrastructure and competitiveness are becoming increasingly inseparable.

Conclusion

Energy has always been fundamental to economic prosperity, but the technologies now 

reshaping the global economy are giving it renewed strategic importance.

Reliable electricity powers data centers. Data centers support artificial intelligence. 

Artificial intelligence accelerates innovation across virtually every sector of the economy.

Viewed in this context, energy is more than a commodity. It is the enabling platform upon 

which the infrastructure economy is being built. The story of energy therefore leads 

naturally to the story of manufacturing.



Chapter Three

The Return of American Manufacturing

Rebuilding the Industrial Base

Artificial intelligence and energy may define the future economy, but neither can exist 

without the physical systems that support them.

Data centers require transformers, switchgear, cooling systems, semiconductors, steel, 

concrete, and communications equipment. Electrical grids require turbines, transmission 

towers, substations, conductors, and advanced control systems. Modern infrastructure, 

regardless of its technological sophistication, must ultimately be designed, 

manufactured, transported, and assembled.

In that sense, the emerging infrastructure economy is also a manufacturing economy.

Recent disruptions to global supply chains have reminded policymakers and industry 

leaders alike that resilience matters alongside efficiency. The return of domestic 

industrial capability reflects a broader reassessment of national competitiveness and 

economic security.

The Reshoring Movement

The return of manufacturing to the United States is often described as reshoring, but the 

broader phenomenon is more complex.

Many firms are redesigning supply chains to shorten production cycles, reduce 

transportation risk, and strengthen access to dependable infrastructure and skilled labor.

The objective is not simply to bring factories home. It is to rebuild the ecosystems that 

allow those factories to succeed.

Manufacturing in the Age of Artificial Intelligence

Artificial intelligence is transforming manufacturing just as manufacturing enables 

artificial intelligence.

Modern production facilities increasingly rely upon automation, robotics, predictive 

maintenance, and real-time analytics. At the same time, AI itself depends upon 

sophisticated manufacturing processes capable of producing semiconductors, 

processors, electrical equipment, and advanced materials.

Artificial intelligence creates demand for advanced manufacturing, and advanced 

manufacturing creates the infrastructure that allows artificial intelligence to grow.



Infrastructure as the New Competitive Advantage

Historically, manufacturers often selected locations based primarily upon labor costs and 

transportation access.

The infrastructure economy introduces additional considerations: reliable electricity, 

modern transmission systems, industrial-scale sites, water availability, broadband 

connectivity, and access to technically skilled workers.

Infrastructure itself becomes a form of competitive capital, actively shaping where future 

investment occurs.

The Strategic Importance of Place

For many years, the digital economy encouraged the belief that geography mattered less 

than it once had.

Artificial intelligence and advanced manufacturing suggest otherwise. Energy must be 

generated somewhere. Factories must be built somewhere. Workers require 

communities, educational institutions, and opportunities that encourage long-term 

commitment.

The future economy will undoubtedly be digital, but it will also remain profoundly 

physical.

From Industrial Legacy to Industrial Renaissance

Many regions that once formed the backbone of American manufacturing possess 

assets whose long-term value is only beginning to be fully appreciated.

Rail corridors, industrial sites, electrical infrastructure, technical colleges, universities, 

and generations of engineering experience represent forms of capital that cannot easily 

be replicated.

Rather than viewing industrial heritage solely as a reflection of the past, it can become 

the platform upon which the next infrastructure economy is built.

Conclusion

The return of American manufacturing reflects a broader recognition that economic 

resilience depends upon strong domestic industrial capabilities.

Artificial intelligence, energy infrastructure, and advanced manufacturing are increasingly 

interconnected, creating new opportunities for regions capable of integrating these 

assets into cohesive development strategies.

The future of economic development will belong not simply to places that consume 

technology, but to places that build the systems that make technology possible.





Part II — Appalachia's Strategic Opportunity

Chapter Four

Why Appalachia Matters

A Region at the Center of a National Transformation

If artificial intelligence is creating a new infrastructure economy, if energy provides its 

foundation, and if advanced manufacturing builds its physical systems, then a 

fundamental question naturally follows: where will this transformation occur?

For much of the past generation, economic development was viewed through the lens of 

globalization. Capital, information, and production appeared increasingly mobile, leading 

many observers to conclude that geography would become less important in the digital 

age.

The emerging infrastructure economy suggests the opposite. Artificial intelligence 

requires dependable electricity. Manufacturing requires industrial land, transportation 

systems, water resources, and skilled labor. Communities require educational 

institutions capable of preparing the next generation of workers and innovators.

Few regions embody that combination more completely than Appalachia.

Geography as a Competitive Advantage

The importance of geography has always shifted alongside changes in technology.

Railroads favored certain cities. Rivers shaped patterns of trade. Interstate highways 

altered the location of manufacturing and logistics hubs. Today, artificial intelligence and 

advanced industry are once again changing the geography of investment.

Appalachia occupies a unique position within the eastern United States. Its proximity to 

major population centers, manufacturing corridors, and transportation networks places it 

within practical reach of a substantial portion of the nation's economic activity.

The Legacy of Industrial Infrastructure

Across Appalachia, generations of industrial activity created rail corridors, highways, 

electrical transmission networks, utility rights-of-way, manufacturing facilities, and 

industrial development sites.

Universities, technical schools, and apprenticeship programs evolved to support these 

industries, creating a culture of engineering and practical problem solving.

These assets were built for earlier phases of economic development, yet their value has 

not disappeared. In many respects, they represent forms of capital whose importance 



may actually increase as artificial intelligence and advanced manufacturing place greater 

demands upon physical infrastructure.

Energy Resources and National Competitiveness

Energy remains one of Appalachia's defining strategic assets.

The region has long played a central role in supplying the coal, natural gas, and 

electrical generation capacity that supported American industrial growth. While energy 

technologies continue to evolve, the underlying importance of dependable and scalable 

energy systems remains unchanged.

The question is no longer simply how resources are extracted. It is how they are 

integrated into broader systems of value creation.

A Culture of Technical Excellence

Infrastructure is ultimately built by people.

Appalachia's industrial history fostered generations of engineers, electricians, welders, 

mechanics, miners, surveyors, construction professionals, and manufacturers whose 

work required technical precision, adaptability, and resilience.

The skills that once built railroads, factories, and power systems are readily transferable 

to many of the industries defining the modern infrastructure economy.

The Opportunity for Regional Reinvention

Economic history demonstrates that successful regions rarely depend indefinitely upon a 

single industry.

The characteristics that once made Appalachia indispensable to industrial America—

energy resources, infrastructure, transportation networks, technical expertise, and a 

strong work ethic—may now support an entirely new generation of economic activity.

The objective is not to recreate the industrial economy of the past. It is to build upon its 

foundations.

Conclusion

Appalachia's strategic geography, industrial infrastructure, energy resources, 

transportation networks, educational institutions, and technical workforce traditions 

create a compelling foundation for future growth.

The greatest opportunity before the region may not lie simply in the extraction of 

resources, but in the creation of integrated systems that transform those resources into 

advanced manufacturing, digital infrastructure, technological innovation, and long-term 

community development.



That transition—from extraction to value creation—forms the foundation of the next 

chapter.



Chapter Five

From Extraction to Value Creation

Rethinking the Resource Economy

Throughout history, the wealthiest societies have rarely been those that simply 

possessed abundant natural resources.

Iron ore became steel. Steel became railroads and cities. Petroleum became 

transportation and modern industry. Electricity became the platform upon which the 

digital economy was built.

The greatest value was never contained entirely within the raw material itself. It emerged 

through the systems, industries, institutions, and communities that developed around it.

The emerging infrastructure economy is not replacing the resource economy. It is 

building upon it.

The Evolution of Economic Development

Economic development has historically progressed through distinct stages.

The first stage is extraction. The second is processing. The third is integration, where 

energy, manufacturing, technology, infrastructure, finance, and workforce development 

become interconnected.

The most prosperous industrial regions in history did not simply produce commodities. 

They developed ecosystems.

The future economy may reward those capable of connecting energy production with 

digital infrastructure, manufacturing capability, workforce development, and 

technological innovation.

Capturing More of the Value Chain

The modern economy increasingly rewards integration rather than specialization alone.

Natural gas creates one level of value when sold as a commodity. That same resource 

may create substantially greater value when it supports electricity generation, which in 

turn powers advanced manufacturing or artificial intelligence infrastructure.

Viewed through this lens, the objective of economic development is not merely to attract 

projects. It is to cultivate systems.

Building Ecosystems Instead of Projects

Individual projects can create employment and stimulate investment.

Ecosystems create enduring prosperity.



A manufacturing facility creates jobs, but a manufacturing ecosystem also creates 

suppliers, service companies, educational partnerships, engineering firms, and 

entrepreneurial opportunities.

The infrastructure economy therefore rewards long-term thinking and the deliberate 

creation of environments where multiple industries reinforce one another.

The Strategic Importance of Optionality

One of the most valuable characteristics of resilient economic systems is optionality.

Transportation corridors, electrical infrastructure, and technical skills often outlive the 

industries for which they were originally built. Regions that cultivate adaptable assets are 

generally better positioned to respond to changing economic conditions.

This flexibility represents an important competitive advantage in an era of rapid 

technological change.

Innovation Through Stewardship

Innovation is often associated with disruption. Equally important, however, is the 

thoughtful management of existing assets.

Communities that preserve infrastructure, strengthen institutions, and invest in human 

capital create platforms upon which future innovation can occur.

Stewardship and innovation are therefore complementary strategies.

Conclusion

The future prosperity of resource-rich regions will depend increasingly upon their ability 

to move beyond simple extraction and toward integrated value creation.

Natural resources remain essential, but their greatest long-term potential may lie in 

supporting broader systems of energy production, advanced manufacturing, digital 

infrastructure, research, and technological innovation.

Achieving that objective requires a long-term perspective in which value creation and 

stewardship work together to strengthen communities across generations.



Chapter Six

Sustainability Through Stewardship

Building for the Long Term

Every generation inherits assets that it did not create. Land, rivers, forests, 

infrastructure, institutions, and communities are passed from one generation to the next, 

shaped by the decisions of those who came before.

The most successful societies have invested in systems that endure. Railroads, 

electrical grids, highways, universities, and water systems all created opportunities that 

extended far beyond the lifetimes of their builders.

The emerging infrastructure economy should be approached with the same perspective. 

The objective is not simply to maximize immediate output, but to create systems that 

continue generating opportunity across generations.

Sustainability as Economic Strategy

Sustainability is often discussed primarily as an environmental objective. In practice, it is 

equally an economic strategy.

Infrastructure must be maintained. Energy systems must remain reliable and adaptable. 

Communities must continue educating future generations and attracting investment. 

Institutions must evolve alongside technological change.

The strongest economies preserve and strengthen the assets upon which future 

prosperity depends.

Infrastructure That Endures

History demonstrates that infrastructure projects shape economic development long 

after their original builders are gone.

Railroads connected markets. Electrical grids enabled industrial expansion. Highways 

transformed mobility and commerce. Universities educated generations of engineers and 

innovators.

Data centers, transmission systems, manufacturing facilities, and communications 

networks should be viewed through the same lens—as long-term assets whose value 

depends upon their ability to adapt over time.

Water and Land as Strategic Resources

Energy and manufacturing often dominate discussions of infrastructure, yet water and 

land remain equally essential.



Modern industry depends upon reliable water supplies, while industrial sites, 

transportation corridors, forests, and agricultural areas contribute to the long-term 

productive capacity of a region.

Thoughtful stewardship allows these assets to support multiple generations of economic 

activity while preserving future opportunities.

Energy Transition and Adaptability

History suggests that energy systems rarely change through sudden replacement. More 

often, they evolve through gradual adaptation.

Different energy resources possess different operational strengths. Flexible systems 

capable of integrating multiple technologies are generally better positioned to respond to 

changing conditions.

Adaptability itself becomes a strategic asset.

Stewardship and Community

The most valuable asset within any economy is neither land nor infrastructure. It is 

human capability.

Knowledge, technical skill, craftsmanship, and institutional memory accumulate over 

time just as physical infrastructure does. Communities that invest in education, 

workforce development, and civic institutions create forms of capital that may endure for 

generations.

Stewardship therefore extends beyond natural resources to include the preservation and 

strengthening of human potential.

Conclusion

Sustainability should not be viewed as a constraint upon economic growth. It is one of its 

most important foundations.

Responsible stewardship encourages the careful management of land, water, energy 

systems, infrastructure, institutions, and people. The regions that approach development 

with a long-term perspective may enjoy enduring competitive advantages.

Ultimately, the strongest infrastructure systems are those that preserve opportunity for 

the generations that follow.



Part III — Building the Future

Chapter Seven

Workforce Development and Community Renewal

The Human Dimension of Infrastructure

Every great period of economic transformation has ultimately been a story about people.

The Industrial Revolution was not simply the invention of new machines. Electrification 

required generations of engineers, technicians, and construction workers. The digital 

revolution depended not only upon computers, but upon educators, entrepreneurs, and 

innovators capable of imagining entirely new possibilities.

The emerging infrastructure economy will be no different. Artificial intelligence, advanced 

manufacturing, and energy modernization are often discussed in terms of technology, 

yet technology alone creates little value. It must be designed, built, operated, 

maintained, and improved by skilled individuals working together toward common 

objectives.

A Legacy of Skill and Craftsmanship

Appalachia's industrial history created more than mines, factories, and power plants.

It created generations of engineers, electricians, machinists, welders, construction 

professionals, surveyors, and manufacturing specialists. These occupations demanded 

technical precision, adaptability, and practical problem solving.

The technologies defining the twenty-first century may differ from those of previous 

generations, but many of the underlying skills remain remarkably similar.

The New Skilled Trades

The infrastructure economy is creating demand for a workforce that combines traditional 

craftsmanship with modern technical expertise.

Data centers, advanced manufacturing facilities, transmission projects, and 

communications networks require electricians, HVAC specialists, fiber-optic technicians, 

robotics technicians, process engineers, and construction managers.

The distinction between blue-collar and white-collar work becomes less meaningful in 

such an environment. The future workforce will increasingly be defined by technical 

competence, adaptability, and lifelong learning.

Education as Infrastructure

Infrastructure is often measured in miles of highway or megawatts of generation 

capacity. Education deserves to be viewed through the same lens.



Schools, universities, technical colleges, apprenticeship programs, and workforce 

partnerships create the human capital upon which long-term prosperity depends.

Communities capable of combining education, meaningful employment, quality of life, 

and economic stability are often better positioned to retain skilled workers and attract 

new investment.

Building Communities, Not Just Projects

Economic development is often measured through individual investments: a factory 

opens, a facility expands, or a new employer arrives.

These events matter, but lasting prosperity is rarely created by isolated projects alone. 

Strong communities emerge when investment strengthens the broader social and 

economic fabric of a region.

The objective should therefore be larger than simply attracting projects. It should be 

creating places where people choose to live, work, innovate, and raise future 

generations.

Innovation Through Partnership

The infrastructure economy requires collaboration across sectors.

Educational institutions must work closely with employers. Industry must communicate 

evolving workforce needs. Public infrastructure investments should complement private 

investment.

The strongest economic ecosystems emerge where these partnerships reinforce one 

another and create environments that encourage innovation and long-term growth.

Conclusion

The future of infrastructure is ultimately a human story.

Energy systems, manufacturing facilities, transportation networks, and digital 

technologies all depend upon skilled individuals capable of designing, building, 

operating, and improving increasingly sophisticated systems.

Communities that invest in people create the conditions for lasting prosperity. Skilled 

workers strengthen institutions. Strong institutions attract investment. Investment creates 

new opportunities that encourage future generations to remain, innovate, and lead.



Chapter Eight

Building America's Next Energy and Digital Infrastructure Corridor

The Convergence of Opportunity

Major periods of economic transformation rarely result from a single innovation.

The Industrial Revolution combined new sources of energy with advances in 

manufacturing and transportation. The digital age emerged from the convergence of 

computing power, telecommunications networks, and global connectivity.

Today, artificial intelligence, advanced manufacturing, energy modernization, and digital 

infrastructure are evolving together. Individually each is significant. Together they create 

the possibility for a new era of infrastructure-led growth.

The Rise of Integrated Infrastructure

Historically, infrastructure investments often occurred within distinct sectors. Utilities 

developed electrical systems, railroads built transportation corridors, manufacturers 

established production facilities, and educational institutions prepared the workforce.

The emerging infrastructure economy increasingly blurs these boundaries. A modern 

data center requires electrical generation, transmission capacity, water infrastructure, 

communications networks, transportation access, advanced construction capability, and 

a technically skilled workforce.

Economic development therefore becomes an exercise in integration.

The Strategic Logic of Corridors

Throughout American history, economic growth has organized itself around corridors.

Rivers connected agricultural regions to cities. Railroads linked industrial centers with 

ports and markets. Interstate highways reshaped patterns of commerce and population.

The infrastructure economy may create a new generation of strategic corridors that 

combine energy systems, communications networks, advanced manufacturing, research 

institutions, logistics infrastructure, and workforce development into interconnected 

platforms for growth.

Appalachia's Unique Position

Appalachia possesses many of the characteristics required to support this emerging 

model.

Its strategic location, transportation systems, utility corridors, industrial sites, 

communications infrastructure, energy resources, universities, technical colleges, and 

workforce traditions provide a substantial foundation for integrated infrastructure 

development.



The challenge is not to create these assets from nothing. It is to connect them more 

effectively.

A Different Model of Economic Development

Traditional economic development strategies often focus upon attracting individual 

investments.

The infrastructure economy rewards a broader perspective. Strong ecosystems attract 

additional investment because each new asset increases the value of those already in 

place. Energy infrastructure strengthens manufacturing. Manufacturing supports 

workforce development. Educational institutions encourage innovation. Innovation 

attracts capital.

Over time these relationships become self-reinforcing, creating resilience as well as 

growth.

National Competitiveness and Regional Strength

The themes explored throughout this manuscript extend beyond any single region.

The future competitiveness of the United States will depend increasingly upon its ability 

to integrate technology, energy, manufacturing, infrastructure, and human capability into 

resilient systems.

Strong regions contribute to a stronger nation, and a stronger nation creates greater 

opportunities for its regions.

Building for Generations

The infrastructure projects that define history are rarely constructed for immediate needs 

alone.

The transcontinental railroad was built for future commerce. The electrical grid was built 

for future industry. The interstate highway system was built for future mobility.

The infrastructure economy now emerging should be approached with the same long-

term perspective. The objective is not simply to respond to today's technological 

demands, but to create systems capable of supporting opportunities that future 

generations have yet to imagine.

Conclusion

The convergence of artificial intelligence, energy security, advanced manufacturing, and 

infrastructure investment represents one of the defining economic developments of the 

twenty-first century.

Artificial intelligence requires infrastructure. Infrastructure depends upon energy. Energy 

supports manufacturing. Manufacturing creates opportunity. Opportunity strengthens 



communities. Communities cultivate the human capital necessary to sustain future 

growth.

Appalachia helped build America's industrial economy. The opportunity now is to help 

build the infrastructure that powers its future.



Conclusion

Every generation inherits the responsibility of preparing for a future it cannot fully predict.

The builders of the transcontinental railroad could not have imagined commercial 

aviation. The architects of the interstate highway system could not have foreseen the 

internet economy. Likewise, those who developed the modern electrical grid were 

creating infrastructure that would ultimately support technologies far beyond the 

expectations of their own time.

Yet these investments shared a common characteristic. They were not built simply to 

address the immediate needs of the present. They were built to create opportunities for 

the future.

The United States now stands at the beginning of another such period of transformation.

Artificial intelligence, advanced manufacturing, energy modernization, and digital 

infrastructure are converging to reshape the foundations of economic competitiveness. 

These developments are often discussed independently, but the central argument of this 

paper has been that they should instead be understood as components of a single 

emerging system.

Artificial intelligence depends upon computation. Computation depends upon electricity. 

Electricity depends upon generation, transmission, and fuel systems. Manufacturing 

produces the equipment that makes these systems possible. Communities and 

educational institutions develop the workforce that designs, builds, and maintains them.

Together, these relationships form an infrastructure ecosystem.

Understanding this ecosystem changes the way economic development itself should be 

viewed. Innovation requires physical foundations. Data centers require land, water, and 

electricity. Factories require transportation systems and skilled labor. Communities 

require institutions capable of preparing future generations for increasingly sophisticated 

work.

The future of technology therefore remains deeply connected to the future of 

infrastructure.



Throughout this manuscript, Appalachia has served as a case study for this broader 

idea.

For generations, the region contributed the energy, materials, and skilled labor that 

helped build the modern American economy. Its industrial heritage created 

transportation systems, utility networks, educational institutions, and communities whose 

value extends far beyond the industries that originally produced them.

The proposition advanced here is not that the future should resemble the past, but that 

the assets created by one era of economic development can become the foundation for 

the next.

Natural resources become energy.

Energy supports digital infrastructure.

Digital infrastructure enables advanced manufacturing.

Manufacturing creates opportunity.

Opportunity strengthens communities.

Communities cultivate the human capital that sustains future growth.

The cycle then begins again.

Ultimately, the future infrastructure economy will not be built by algorithms alone.

It will be built by engineers, electricians, educators, manufacturers, construction workers, 

entrepreneurs, researchers, policymakers, and community leaders working together to 

create systems that outlast them.

The technologies may change.

The principles do not.



Prosperity is built through vision.

Strength is built through infrastructure.

And the future is built by those willing to invest in opportunities that future generations 

have yet to imagine.



Selected Data Appendix

This appendix summarizes major economic, infrastructure, workforce, and energy 

indicators that support the central arguments of this publication. Values are approximate 

and reflect publicly available data from leading governmental agencies and research 

organizations.

Exhibit 1 — Global AI and Data Center Electricity Demand

Indicator Value

2024 Estimated Consumption ~415 TWh

2030 Projection ~945 TWh

Source: International Energy Agency (IEA).

The rapid growth of artificial intelligence is driving one of the largest new sources of 

electricity demand in the global economy.

Exhibit 2 — Approximate U.S. Electricity Generation Mix

Indicator Value

Natural Gas ~43%

Nuclear ~19%

Coal ~16%

Renewables ~22%

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration.

A diverse generation portfolio contributes to grid resilience and long-term infrastructure 

flexibility.

Exhibit 3 — Appalachian Basin Natural Gas

Indicator Value

Share of U.S. Dry Gas Production ~33%

Largest Producing Formation Marcellus Shale

Key States Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Ohio

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration.

The Appalachian Basin remains one of North America's most strategically important 

energy regions.



Exhibit 4 — Appalachian Regional Profile

Indicator Value

States 13

Counties 423

Population ~26 Million

Area 205,000+ sq. miles

Source: Appalachian Regional Commission.

The scale and location of Appalachia make it a significant national economic asset.

Exhibit 5 — Strategic Infrastructure Assets

Indicator Value

Interstate Highways Extensive regional network

Class I Railroads Multiple major carriers

Natural Gas Pipelines Regional and interstate

Electric Transmission Large interconnected grid

Universities & Technical Colleges Hundreds of institutions

Sources: ARC, DOE, NETL.

Existing infrastructure reduces barriers to future industrial investment.

Exhibit 6 — U.S. Manufacturing Reshoring

Indicator Value

Announced Jobs Since 2010 2M+

Major Sectors Semiconductors, EVs, Electronics, 

Machinery

Primary Drivers Supply chain resilience, national security

Source: Reshoring Initiative.

Industrial resilience has become an increasingly important component of national 

competitiveness.



Exhibit 7 — Infrastructure Workforce Demand

Indicator Value

Electricians Strong long-term demand

Construction Managers Above-average growth

Industrial Machinery Mechanics Growing demand

Electrical Engineers Critical occupation

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Human capital remains the essential infrastructure behind every physical system.

Exhibit 8 — America's Infrastructure Report Card

Indicator Value

Energy C-

Roads D+

Bridges C

Broadband C+

Source: American Society of Civil Engineers.

Continued infrastructure investment will be necessary to support future economic 

growth.



Exhibit 9 — The Integrated Infrastructure Economy

Natural Resources

↓

Energy

↓

Digital Infrastructure

↓

Artificial Intelligence

↓

Advanced Manufacturing

↓

High-Value Employment

↓

Community Prosperity

The central thesis of this publication is that these elements reinforce one another, 

creating an integrated economic ecosystem whose combined value exceeds that of any 

single component.

Exhibit 10 — Principal Statistical Sources

International Energy Agency (IEA)

U.S. Department of Energy (DOE)

U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA)

Electric Power Research Institute (EPRI)

North American Electric Reliability Corporation (NERC)

Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC)

National Energy Technology Laboratory (NETL)

Reshoring Initiative

National Association of Manufacturers (NAM)

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)

U.S. Census Bureau

American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE)
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Author's Note on Sources

This publication relies primarily upon publicly available reports and data produced by 

governmental agencies, internationally recognized organizations, and established 
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conditions continue to evolve, readers are encouraged to consult the most recent 
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