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Quick Answer: If you use AI APIs daily, local hardware pays for itself fast. An $800 used RTX

3090 replaces roughly $50-500/month in API costs depending on usage, breaking even in 2

weeks to 5 months. After that, every token is free. Cloud APIs make sense for light use (under

$20/month in tokens), when you need frontier reasoning (Claude Opus, o1), or when you're

prototyping before committing to hardware. The sweet spot for most developers: run a local

model for high-volume daily tasks, keep a cloud API budget for the handful of prompts that

actually need GPT-4o or Claude Sonnet quality.

📚 Related: How Much Does It Cost to Run LLMs Locally · GPU Buying Guide · Used RTX 3090

Guide · Tiered AI Model Strategy

Every API call costs money. Every local inference is free after you buy the hardware. That’s the

entire argument for local AI in one sentence.

But the real question isn’t “is local cheaper?” — it’s “how much cheaper, and when does it start

mattering?” The answer depends on how much you use AI, which models you need, and whether

you’re willing to accept a quality tradeoff on some tasks.

Here are the actual numbers.

Cloud API Costs (February 2026)

These are the per-token prices you pay when calling the major APIs:

Provider Model Input / 1M tokens Output / 1M tokens

OpenAI GPT-4o $2.50 $10.00

OpenAI GPT-4o-mini $0.15 $0.60

OpenAI o1 $15.00 $60.00

OpenAI o3 $2.00 $8.00

OpenAI o3-mini $0.55 $2.20
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Provider Model Input / 1M tokens Output / 1M tokens

Anthropic Claude Sonnet 4.5 $3.00 $15.00

Anthropic Claude Opus 4.6 $5.00 $25.00

Anthropic Claude Haiku 4.5 $1.00 $5.00

Google Gemini 2.5 Pro $1.25 $10.00

Google Gemini 2.0 Flash $0.10 $0.40

A few things jump out:

Output tokens cost 2-5x more than input tokens. When you send a 1,000-token prompt and get

a 2,000-token response, the response costs much more. This matters for code generation,

creative writing, and anything that produces long outputs.

Reasoning models are expensive. o1 at $60/M output tokens is 6x the cost of GPT-4o. And

reasoning models use hidden “thinking tokens” that count as output — your actual cost per

visible response can be 3-10x what you’d expect from the output alone.

There’s a massive range. GPT-4o-mini at $0.60/M output is 100x cheaper than o1. Gemini Flash

at $0.40/M is the cheapest capable model. If you’re comparing local vs cloud, which cloud

model you’d use matters enormously.

What Does Typical Usage Cost?

A single conversation turn is roughly 500-1,000 tokens input and 500-2,000 tokens output. Let’s

use a working estimate of 1,500 tokens per exchange (combined).

Daily Usage
Monthly

Tokens

GPT-4o Cost/

mo

Sonnet 4.5 Cost/

mo

Gemini Flash

Cost/mo

Light (20 exchanges) ~900K $5 $8 $0.25

Moderate (100 exchanges) ~4.5M $27 $41 $1.25

Heavy (500 exchanges) ~22.5M $135 $203 $6.25

Dev pipeline (1M tokens/day) ~30M $175 $270 $7.50

Batch processing (5M

tokens/day)
~150M $875 $1,350 $37.50
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Those pipeline and batch numbers add up fast. A developer running 1M tokens/day through

Claude Sonnet spends over $3,000 a year. Through GPT-4o, about $2,100. Through Gemini Flash,

under $100 — but Flash is a smaller model with different capabilities.

Local Hardware Costs (One-Time)

Here’s what local AI hardware costs right now:

Setup Cost VRAM What It Runs

Used RTX 3060 12GB ~$200 12GB 7-14B models (Q4), basic coding, chat

Used RTX 3090 24GB ~$800 24GB Up to 32B models, 70B quantized

RTX 4070 Ti Super 16GB ~$750 16GB 14-24B models, faster than 3090 at smaller models

Mac Mini M4 24GB $999 24GB unified 14B comfortably, 32B squeezed

Budget PC + 3090 ~$1,200 24GB Full local workstation

RTX 4090 24GB ~$2,200+ 24GB Same VRAM as 3090, 40% faster

The used RTX 3090 at ~$800 is the benchmark for this comparison. 24GB VRAM runs Qwen 2.5

32B at Q4, handles coding models well, and matches roughly GPT-3.5/GPT-4o-mini quality for

most tasks.

After the hardware purchase, your per-token cost is $0.00. Forever.

The Break-Even Math

Here’s when local hardware pays for itself, using an $800 RTX 3090 as the baseline:

vs Claude Sonnet 4.5 ($3 input / $15 output per 1M tokens)

Assuming a 1:2 ratio of input to output tokens, your blended rate is roughly $11 per million

tokens.

Daily Token Volume Monthly API Cost Break-Even

1M tokens/day $330/month 2.4 days
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Daily Token Volume Monthly API Cost Break-Even

100K tokens/day $33/month 24 days

10K tokens/day $3.30/month 8 months

vs GPT-4o ($2.50 input / $10 output per 1M tokens)

Blended rate: roughly $7.50 per million tokens.

Daily Token Volume Monthly API Cost Break-Even

1M tokens/day $225/month 3.5 days

100K tokens/day $22.50/month 35 days

10K tokens/day $2.25/month 12 months

vs GPT-4o-mini ($0.15 input / $0.60 output per 1M tokens)

Blended rate: roughly $0.45 per million tokens.

Daily Token Volume Monthly API Cost Break-Even

1M tokens/day $13.50/month 2 months

100K tokens/day $1.35/month ~50 months

10K tokens/day $0.14/month Never practical

vs Gemini 2.0 Flash ($0.10 input / $0.40 output per 1M tokens)

Blended rate: roughly $0.30 per million tokens.

Daily Token Volume Monthly API Cost Break-Even

1M tokens/day $9/month 3 months

100K tokens/day $0.90/month Never practical

The pattern is clear: local wins fast against expensive models and high volume. Against cheap

models (GPT-4o-mini, Gemini Flash) at low volume, cloud is cheaper — you’d never recoup the

hardware cost.
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Hidden Costs

The break-even math above is simplified. Here’s what it misses.

Local Hidden Costs

Electricity. An RTX 3090 pulls ~350W under full load and ~20W idle. Running inference 4 hours a

day at US average electricity rates (18¢/kWh):

350W × 4 hours × 30 days = 42 kWh/month

42 kWh × $0.18 = $7.56/month

Running 24/7 under load (unlikely but worst case):

350W × 24 hours × 30 days = 252 kWh/month

252 kWh × $0.18 = $45.36/month

Realistically, most people spend $5-15/month on electricity for local AI. This barely dents the

break-even calculation against expensive APIs.

Hardware depreciation. Your GPU loses value over time. An $800 RTX 3090 might sell for

$500-600 in two years. That’s $100-150/year in depreciation — real money, but still far less than

moderate API usage.

Your time. Setting up Ollama takes 10 minutes. Troubleshooting takes more. If you’re spending

hours fighting driver issues or model loading problems, that has a cost. But modern tools have

made local AI surprisingly painless — the “local is hard” argument doesn’t hold like it did in 2024.

Quality gap. A local 14B model is not Claude Sonnet. For many tasks (basic Q&A,

summarization, first-draft writing, code completion), it’s close enough. For complex reasoning,

nuanced writing, and frontier-level analysis, cloud models are still better. If you switch from

cloud to local and your output quality drops, you’re paying in productivity.

Cloud Hidden Costs

Long context is expensive. Sending a 100K token document to Claude Sonnet costs $0.30 in

input tokens alone — every time. Do that 10 times a day and it’s $90/month just for context.

Local models process your documents for free, and local RAG keeps them indexed permanently.

Retries and failures. API rate limits, timeout errors, and content filter blocks all waste tokens.

You pay for the failed attempt and the retry. Local never rate-limits you and never refuses

because of content policy (especially with uncensored models).
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Reasoning token overhead. o1 and o3 use hidden thinking tokens billed as output. A response

that shows 500 output tokens might actually consume 5,000 tokens of reasoning. Your real cost

is 10x the visible output.

Vendor lock-in. Building a pipeline on OpenAI’s API means you’re subject to their pricing

changes, model deprecations, and policy shifts. They can raise prices (and have). They can retire

models (and do). Local models are yours permanently.

What Local Gets You Beyond Cost

The financial case is strong for moderate-to-heavy users. But cost isn’t the only factor.

Privacy. Your data never leaves your machine. No training on your prompts, no human reviewers,

no data retention policies. For legal, medical, financial, or proprietary work, this is non-

negotiable. See our local AI privacy guide.

No rate limits. Run as many requests as your hardware handles. No “you’ve hit your limit, try

again in 60 seconds.” This matters for batch processing and pipelines.

Works offline. No internet needed after setup. See our offline guide.

No surprise bills. You’ll never wake up to a $500 API invoice because a script had a bug. The

hardware cost is fixed and predictable.

No API keys to manage. No key rotation, no secret management, no risk of leaked credentials.

What Cloud Gets You Beyond Convenience

Frontier model quality. Claude Opus, GPT-4o, and Gemini Pro are still better than any local model

at complex reasoning, nuanced writing, and multi-step analysis. The gap is shrinking — Qwen 3

is impressive — but it’s still real for hard tasks.

Zero upfront cost. If you’re not sure AI will be useful for your workflow, $20/month for ChatGPT

Plus is a cheaper experiment than $800 for a GPU.

Instant access to new models. When a new model drops, you can use it immediately through the

API. Local models take days to weeks to appear in quantized formats on Ollama or 

HuggingFace.
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Infinite scale. Need to process 10 million tokens in an hour? Cloud APIs handle it. Your single

GPU can’t.

No maintenance. No driver updates, no CUDA versions, no disk space management. It just

works.

The Hybrid Approach

The real answer for most developers isn’t “local or cloud” — it’s both.

Task Type Best Choice Why

High-volume daily tasks (coding, chat, writing) Local
Free after hardware, private, no

limits

Batch processing (data extraction,

classification)
Local Volume makes API costs prohibitive

Complex reasoning (hard math, analysis) Cloud API Frontier models are still better

Prototyping and experiments Cloud API
No commitment, try different

models

Privacy-sensitive work (legal, medical, code) Local Data never leaves your machine

Occasional one-off questions
Cloud (free

tier)
Not worth buying hardware for

Production pipelines Hybrid Route by task complexity

This is the tiered model strategy: use a local model for 80% of your requests (the routine stuff)

and a cloud API for the 20% that actually needs frontier quality. Your API bill drops by 80%, and

your local hardware handles the volume.

# Simple routing example

def get_response(prompt, complexity="low"):

if complexity == "high":

# Use cloud for hard tasks

return call_claude_api(prompt, model="claude-sonnet-4-5")

else:

# Use local for everything else

return call_ollama(prompt, model="qwen2.5:14b")
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Recommendation by Use Case

Situation Recommendation Monthly Cost

Developer using AI all day Local (RTX 3090) + cheap API fallback
$800 once + ~$10 electricity +

~$20 API

Casual user, few

questions/day
Cloud free tier (ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini) $0

Power user, needs best

quality

Cloud subscription (ChatGPT Plus or

Claude Pro)
$20/month

Privacy-critical workflows Local only $800-1,200 once + electricity

Data processing pipeline Local for volume, cloud for complex $800 once + ~$30-50 API

Student or hobbyist Local (used RTX 3060) + Gemini free API $200 once

Startup prototyping
Cloud APIs until you find product-market

fit
Variable

Running AI for a team
Local server or cloud API with budget

cap
Depends on scale

The Bottom Line

If you use AI for more than casual questions — daily development, writing, data processing, or

any pipeline — local hardware pays for itself in 2 weeks to 3 months. After that, every token is

free.

A used RTX 3090 at ~$800 runs Qwen 2.5 32B, handles most tasks that GPT-4o-mini handles,

and costs nothing per token. Add $10/month in electricity and you’re running unlimited AI for the

price of half a month of API usage.

Cloud APIs still win for frontier quality, light usage, and zero-commitment experimentation. The

optimal setup for most people: local for volume, cloud for the hard stuff. Your wallet will thank

you.
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Related Guides

How Much Does It Cost to Run LLMs Locally

GPU Buying Guide for Local AI

Used RTX 3090 Buying Guide

Budget AI PC Under $500

Tiered AI Model Strategy

Local AI Privacy Guide

Qwen Models Guide

Local LLMs vs ChatGPT

Local AI Planning Tool — VRAM Calculator

Source: https://insiderllm.com/guides/local-ai-vs-cloud-api-cost/

Free guides for running AI locally
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