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AI data centers are increasingly built and financed off-balance sheet through complex
lease and project finance structures. Using Meta’s massive Hyperion project as a case
study, this article explores why hyperscalers lease instead of own, how that affects
innovation in energy efficiency, and what could happen if the revenue engine behind those
leases stumbles.



The New AI Gold Rush: Compute Now, Own Later

AI data centers are becoming some of the most capital-intensive infrastructure on the planet, with single campuses running into the tens of billions of dollars and power needs in the gigawatt range.
Hyperscalers like Meta, Amazon, Google and Microsoft increasingly do not own all this concrete, steel and copper outright.
Instead, they rely on a mix of leases, joint ventures and special-purpose vehicles (SPVs) so the bulk of the debt and construction risk sits somewhere around their balance sheet rather than squarely
on it. By 2024 the hyperscale lease vs build mix had already shifted from roughly fifty-fifty to around seventy-thirty in favor of leasing, with firms like Meta and Google actively moving from owning to
leasing capacity. ([CBRE Investment Management][1])
The result is an asset-heavy, balance-sheet-light AI ecosystem where the long-term obligations are real, but not always obvious at first glance.

Meta as the Example: Hyperion and the Off-Balance Build-Out
Meta is a good case study because its latest AI super-campuses are enormous and very visibly structured through external financing rather than conventional corporate capex.
The Hyperion SPV structure
In 2025, Meta announced a roughly 27–30 billion dollar financing package for its Hyperion data center campus in Richland Parish, Louisiana. The deal is structured through a special-purpose vehicle
with private capital provider Blue Owl Capital as majority owner, and Meta retaining only about a 20 percent equity stake. ([Reuters][2])
Key points:
• The SPV raises the bulk of debt and equity from investors.
• Meta receives a multibillion-dollar cash payout up front, reducing its own reported capex. ([Reuters][3])
• Meta becomes the long-term tenant and operator, typically via a multi-year lease structure (reporting lease obligations under ASC 842 but not showing Hyperion’s full project debt as Meta’s debt).
([The Wall Street Skinny][4])
At the same time, Meta has been selling early-stage data center developments to infrastructure investors, then leasing back the capacity as needed. This lets Meta reduce up-front capital expenditure
while maintaining flexible access to compute capacity. ([Data Centre Magazine][5])
From a financial engineering perspective, this is classic project finance:
• Ring-fence a large project in an SPV
• Load the SPV with debt backed by long-term leases from an investment-grade tenant (Meta)
• Keep the sponsor’s core balance sheet lighter, at the cost of long-term lease commitments. ([The Wall Street Skinny][4])

Is This Like Enron? Similar Tools, Very Different Context
Enron infamously used special purpose entities to hide debt and losses off its balance sheet, creating a distorted picture of its financial health. ([Wikipedia][6])
Some similarities in tools:
• SPVs / SPEs used to finance large assets.
• A desire to keep heavy debt off the parent’s core balance sheet. ([Stern School of Business][7])
But there are crucial differences:
1. Accounting rules changed after Enron.
Modern lease and consolidation standards (ASC 842, IFRS 16) are designed to pull many leases and structured entities •onto• the balance sheet or into footnote disclosures, making it harder to truly
hide obligations. ([SEC][8])
2. Economic vs fraudulent intent.
Current AI data center SPVs are pitched as legitimate project finance: investors fund the hard assets; the hyperscaler signs long-term leases and service contracts. Enron, by contrast, used entities
specifically to bury losses and misrepresent earnings. ([Duke Law Scholarship Repository][9])
So while the form (SPVs, complex financing, long-term contracts) looks superficially reminiscent of Enron-era structures, the substance can be very different. The real question today is less “is this
fraud?” and more “are investors and regulators properly seeing and pricing the long-term risk?”

Why Leased Data Centers Can Lag on Energy Innovation
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Why does Infinity Turbine write this information ?

Unfortunately, mega data companies are not supporting developers (like Infinity Turbine) for new technology to use waste heat for energy, or waste heat direct cooling technologies. Why is this ? It's
because big data is now becoming the new fly-by-night crypto mentality (live for the week, worry about the future later).

Data center infrastructure is fragile. The chips have a useful life of about two years. Investment is not being made for long term, long run energy efficiencies.
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