
 

March 2026: Infrastructure Convergence … What Boards Must See Across Energy, Water, AI, and Geopolitics 

In March 2026, a clear signal emerged for board directors overseeing integrated infrastructure: the operating 

environment is no longer separable into electricity, water, digital systems, and geopolitics. These domains are 

converging rapidly, and the implications for capital allocation, risk governance, and stakeholder trust are 

immediate.  What follows is a board-level synthesis of the most important developments across international 

trade, artificial intelligence and quantum technologies, regulatory shifts, and global energy-water security—

along with why they matter and how boards should respond. 

 

International Trade, Tariffs, and Critical Minerals: Cost and Supply Chain Risk Are Structural 

U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) policy actions and global trade dynamics reinforced that infrastructure cost 

inflation is not transitory—it is structural.  In March, analysis from Yale’s Budget Lab showed U.S. tariff rates at 

their highest sustained levels in decades, benefiting manufacturing and challenging construction.i  For 

infrastructure operators, this translates directly into higher capital expenditures for transmission equipment, 

transformers, pipelines, and water-treatment systems. 

At the same time, supply-chain fragility around rare earth materials persisted. Reporting highlighted that China 

remains dominant in rare-earth magnet exports – which are critical for wind turbines, electric motors, and grid 

electronics - even as shipments to the U.S. declined. In parallel, new agreements, such as a Japan-France rare 

earth supply initiative, signaled diversification but not yet resilience. ii   The DOE also announced up to $500 



million to accelerate domestic critical-materials processing and recycling, indicating that industrial policy is now 

central to infrastructure strategy.iii 

Why it matters, and Board Actions: Boards must recognize that supply chains for infrastructure are increasingly 

geopolitical assets.  Exposure is not limited to direct procurement; rather, it extends deep into vendor 

ecosystems.  Board actions should include: requiring tier-2 and tier-3 supply chain mapping for critical 

components (especially magnet-dependent technologies), embedding tariff sensitivity into capital planning and 

project approvals, and evaluating participation in domestic sourcing ecosystems as partners, customers, or hosts. 

 

AI, Data Centers, and Quantum: Demand Shock Meets Governance Reality 

The most consequential shift in March was the transition of AI-driven electricity demand from forecast to 

operational reality.  The U.S. Energy Information Administration reported that U.S. power demand is expected 

to reach record highs in 2026 and 2027, driven significantly by AI and data center expansioniv.  Simultaneously, 

long-term power purchase agreements for hyperscale data centers are increasing in size and complexity, 

reshaping clean-energy markets.   

This demand surge has triggered a political response, with some states (Georgia, New Jersey, New York, Vermont 

and Virginia) seeking to curtail data center growth.v The White House advanced a “Ratepayer Protection” 

framework, while lawmakers introduced legislation to pause new data center development pending national 

standards. vi Federal agencies also began tracking data center energy consumption more systematically.vii 

Meanwhile, the DOE launched a quantum computing competition aimed at improving grid planning and 

optimization, alongside investments in quantum-relevant materials, acknowledging prior work done by the 

North American Electric Reliability Corporation (NERC).viii 

Why it matters and Board actions: AI is a demand story and governance issue, raising questions about cost 

allocation, grid reliability, water usage, cybersecurity and community acceptance.  Boards should: mandate 

revised load forecasts incorporating AI-driven demand scenarios, establish governance frameworks for “large 

load” customers (pricing, infrastructure cost recovery, and social license), and monitor quantum developments 

for future grid optimization and post-quantum cybersecurity readiness. 

 

Regulation and Grid Policy: Speed-to-Power Becomes a Strategic Advantage 

The regulatory environment in March signaled a decisive pivot toward accelerating grid infrastructure 

deployment. The U.S. DOE announced nearly $2 billion through its Grid Resilience and Innovation Partnerships 

(GRIP) program to support transmission upgrades and reconductoring projects.  Its March strategic plan 

emphasized affordability, resilience, and national security as guiding prioritiesix.   At the same time, the NERC 

continued to highlight risks associated with large-load integration and cyber dependencies in its long-term 

reliability assessments (NERC LTRA).x  The National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissioners has also 

elevated load growth and affordability as central regulatory concerns. 

Why it matters and Board actions: The ability to deliver infrastructure quickly, without compromising 

reliability or cybersecurity, has become a competitive differentiator.  Boards should assess rebalancing 

https://www.nerc.com/globalassets/our-work/assessments/nerc_ltra_2025.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com


portfolios toward modular, faster-cycle grid upgrades alongside large projects, track system stress indicators 

(interconnection queues, substation capacity, voltage stability) and strengthen oversight of cyber risks tied to 

grid digitization and large-load integration. 

 

Global Energy and Water Security: Interdependence Is Now Operational 

Geopolitical tensions in March revealed the fragility of global energy systems, and their deep interconnection 

with water infrastructure.  Disruptions near the Strait of Hormuz affected approximately 20% of global oil and 

LNG supply, triggering price volatility and supply concerns.xi  In response, U.S. LNG exports surged to record 

levels as global markets rebalanced.xii  

At the same time, reporting highlighted the vulnerability of desalination infrastructure in the Gulf, where water 

security depends heavily on energy-intensive systems – as hundreds of desalination plants sit along the Persian 

Gulf coast, individual systems that supply water to millions are within range of Iranian missile or drone strikes – 

and without them, major cities could not sustain their current populations.xiii  Compounding this, AI expansion 

is increasing both electricity and water demand, with data centers consuming significant cooling water in 

already stressed regions.xiv 

Why it matters and Board actions: Energy and water are now inseparable at the system level. Disruptions in 

one domain cascade into the other.  Boards should require management to: develop integrated energy-water 

resilience maps (generation, treatment, pumping, backup systems), stress-test fuel procurement and customer 

affordability under sustained high-price scenarios, and evaluate infrastructure exposure in geopolitically 

sensitive regions. 

 

Water Quality and Monitoring: Technology Is Changing the Compliance Model 

Innovation in water monitoring also accelerated in March.  Sandia National Laboratories announced a rapid 

PFAS detection technology capable of identifying contaminants in minutes rather than days.xv 

Why it matters and Board actions: This shifts water quality from periodic compliance testing to continuous 

operational monitoring, raising expectations for responsiveness and transparency.  Boards should ensure that 

the organization: assesses readiness for real-time water quality monitoring, pilots emerging detection 

technologies before regulatory mandates require rapid deployment, and integrates water quality risk into 

enterprise risk management frameworks. 

 

The Board Imperative: Govern the System, Not the Silos 

The overarching lesson from March 2026 is clear: infrastructure governance must evolve from siloed oversight 

to complex system-level thinking.  AI-driven electricity demand is reshaping grid economics. Rare earth supply 

chains are redefining procurement risk. Quantum technologies are entering planning and cybersecurity 

conversations. And geopolitical disruptions are linking energy markets directly to water security and 

community resilience. 



For boards, this is not simply a matter of staying informed. It requires: 

• Integrated dashboards that connect energy, water, digital, and geopolitical risks. 

• Cross-committee coordination between audit, risk, strategy, and operations. 

• Forward-looking scenario planning that incorporates AI, climate, trade, and security dynamics. 

The companies that will outperform in this environment are those that recognize a simple but profound shift: 

Infrastructure is no longer a collection of assets but a complex, interconnected system, requiring Boards that 

govern it as such. 
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