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I
T’S tempting to
assume that all techno-
logical advances break
new ground or solve
business problems in
new and innovative

ways, but the current darling
of the technology sector owes
much to its predecessors. 

Virtualisation may represent
the future for many IT environ-
ments but some of the concepts
underpinning it hark back sev-
eral decades to when main-
frames walked the earth. 

“You’re almost getting back to
a mainframe operating envi-
ronment – you can test in isola-
tion, scale more easily but
without the huge proprietary
cost of running a mainframe,”
explains Kevin Reid, business
development manager with
SureSkills, an IT advice and
training provider. 

“With mainframes, it was the
cost and complexity of running
it that drove people away. With
virtualisation, you’re talking
about commodity hardware pro-
viding the capacity to perform
and solutions from Microsoft,
open systems vendors or Sun;
you’re not locked into a single
operating system or hardware
vendor. You have the ability to
run multiple systems in parallel,
run Linux or Windows or Solaris
all in the same hardware.” 

Although virtualisation itself
is not new – SureSkills has been
working with the technology
for seven years – Reid says there
is a momentum building in the
market. “There’s a push to
reduce the total cost of owner-
ship of IT systems and one of
those solutions is virtualisation.” 

Practising what it preaches,
SureSkills has already converted
90pc of its own IT infrastructure
to being virtualised. “We have
built in disaster recovery and
high availability, flexibility and
scale. It gives so much flexibility
to the organisation,” says Reid. 

Virtualisation also allows
extra computing resources to
be allocated quickly and easily
to cope with increased demand.
It’s much more than technology
for its own sake – it delivers a
real business need, allowing
organisations to be more agile
and respond quickly to changes
in the market. 

The old way would take a
three- to six-month bedding
down period to procure and
install new hardware and test
the application before it could go
live. “But with a virtualised 
platform, provisioning the 

system becomes a matter of
minutes as it’s template-based,”
Reid points out. 

Other benefits to the busi-
ness centre on disaster recovery
and high availability. Virtualised
systems are easier to back up
and to replicate in another site,
so that companies can go on
working in the event that one of
the systems stops running. 

Clustering – spreading the
computing load across multi-
ple systems to avoid a single
point of failure – used to be a
costly exercise but virtualisa-
tion allows this without the
expensive price tag, says Reid. “If
you have a virtualised platform

with more than one server, you
have clustering by default
because if one piece of hard-
ware fails, the other one will
take over the running. Testing
new systems is also easy as a
part of the virtualised environ-
ment can be set aside for this.” 

Reid predicts in the next 24
months a lot of Irish firms will
adopt virtualisation to make
their IT systems more flexible,
followed by an extended period
where changes and upgrades
will take place on a more incre-
mental basis over several years. 

“They’ll have the agility and
the certainty that they’re taking
elements of risk out of the 

business – for example, they
won’t have any downtime asso-
ciated with changing a piece of
hardware. They can do it in a
safe, controlled manner and
there are no costs associated
with change,” he says.

Reid believes virtualisation
will bring an end to the mis-
match between software and
hardware upgrade cycles. “At
the moment, you replace soft-
ware more frequently or if the
software is at the end of life,
you typically change the hard-
ware at the same time. If you
change that operating stack –
network, hardware, operating
system, data and application –

there’s a huge amount of risk. 
But in a virtualised environ-

ment, you can test in a virtual
network and you no longer need
to change hardware to support
a change of software.  You avail
of the capabilities within the
virtualised environment and
there’s zero risk. You’re taking
the hardware and a good por-
tion of the network out of the
equation as well.” 

In addition to delivering pro-
fessional services around virtu-
alisation, SureSkills is also one
of two accredited training centres
in Ireland for the technology.
This market has developed

recently and demand is very
steady, according to Reid. 

“People are using training in
two different ways: to become
skilled in the technology and
to be able to control a virtu-
alised environment. Others take
training to get an overview of
the virtualisation product set.
They want be exposed to the
technology and see how it suits
their business, even though they
might not plan to implement it
for another six months or so.”

WHEN the technology supplier A&O
Systems and Services Ireland was in
line to replace a substantial number of
its servers as part of a technology change
project last year, the company decided
to treat the project the same as if it was
dealing with one of its customers. 

A&O consolidated its various applica-
tion servers into a smaller pool of virtu-
alised servers, reducing the total number
of physical machines from 24 to three.
“We were at a point where we needed to
upgrade anyway, so we thought: why not
practise what we preach? We sold it
into the business based on the busi-
ness benefit,” explains Howard Roberts,
principal consultant, A&O. 

The server consolidation project came
about because A&O Group had come to
the end of its IT support contract follow-
ing its acquisition of the EDS European
Global Field Services business unit in
Ireland. Once the support period had
expired, A&O’s Irish arm faced the
prospect of increased cost for the same
service. As the company was an existing
partner of Eircom, it turned to the tele-
coms provider for hosting services. 

First, A&O used its own virtualisation
team to consolidate its hardware, with
the new virtualised servers now hosted
at Eircom’s facility at Crown Alley in
Dublin. Roberts says this is now the
primary site for A&O’s systems, with the
company’s own Sandyford office act-
ing as a failover disaster recovery site. 

“Our own office acts as our own dis-
aster recovery copy. The primary copy
is in the data centre,” he explains. The
two locations are connected by a
100Mbps Metro Ethernet link and the
virtual machines are replicated between
both sites, making a full system recov-
ery possible within an hour. 

Core to A&O’s business is the ability
to provide managed remote support to
its clients. “We have clients accessing our
systems remotely. They can get access to
our service desk,” says Brian Guiry, sen-
ior account manager with A&O. 
The new arrangement will allow the com-
pany to continue providing this service
even when demand rises. 

“The advantage of it being in a data
centre is, there’s no need to change
links or speeds. With our systems based
in Eircom’s data centre, we can turn the
volume up or down as required,” adds
Guiry.

Having proven the concept by itself,
A&O has partnered with Eircom to pro-
vide this disaster recovery and remote
monitoring service to customers. As a
result of the virtualisation and managed
hosting approach, A&O made a 50pc
saving in operational cost and an 80pc
reduction in server numbers. 

Roberts says many customers opt-
ing for this virtualisation-based service
would typically see an even greater
reduction in hardware requirements
than that which A&O realised. “The
three-to-one reduction would be small
by most people’s standards. We don’t
even fill the one rack we have.” 

This saving on space means a lower
cost of service for A&O, which only has
to pay for a single server rack in Eircom’s
data centre, instead of the three it would
have needed if it had replaced the 24
older machines for new ones. 

With positive numbers like those, it’s
not surprising more businesses are
becoming interested in the return on
investment virtualisation offers. “People
are looking at it with a business-critical
eye and it stacks up,” says Guiry, point-
ing out that it is only one element of a

managed IT hosting service. “You don’t
go in saying, ‘Here’s virtualisation’. 

“It’s part of a solution. The first part
is server consolidation where you’re
coming up to the end of life of hardware,
or the end of a support contract. Typi-
cally you replace physical machines
with physical machines; instead you
can virtualise and run applications
together on a single box.”

Roberts says the issue is no longer
about convincing customers of virtual-
isation’s merits, but to see it in a broad-
er business context. “Some 80-90pc of
customers we talk to at the moment
would have virtualisation to some
extent. Trying to convert people to vir-
tualisation is not the issue any more, it’s
getting them to use it more efficiently
than they currently are. When trying to
sell this, you can sell it more easily if you

can widen the benefits scope.”
Chief among these benefits is the dis-

aster recovery potential that this serv-
ice offers. With virtualisation, critical
systems can be mirrored in two differ-
ent locations, so that the business expe-
riences no downtime in the event of
systems in one site going offline. 

“You can virtualise your production
environment and have failover within an
agreed service level agreement very
quickly – full system recovery in under
one hour without having to go into
huge cost. Previously, you would have
needed to go into wide area clustering.
Now with virtualisation you can start
doing clever things at a very reasonable
cost,” says Roberts. 

“It’s a more compelling story from a
financial officer’s point of view,” he 
concludes. 

CASE STUDY

Practising what it preaches
Virtualisation came to the rescue in the middle of a complex IT replacement project,
writes GORDON SMITH

IN an attitude typical of
investors determined to gain
momentum from strategy, Ed
Byrne of Hosting 365 already
has his eye on the next tech
wave, storage virtualisation.

Byrne’s business is all about
meeting the ever-evolving needs
of Irish-based businesses as they
grapple with managing ever-
increasing amounts of data,
reducing costs and meeting
their environmental obligations.

In recent months, Dublin-
based Hosting 365 announced
the completion of a ¤2m invest-
ment in upgrading its facilities
to include a blade server envi-
ronment and virtualisation
technologies.

The plan involved signing
key deals with HP for the blade
servers and VMware for the vir-
tualisation software. This now
allows the company to put 
server technology into 60sq ft of
space which traditionally would
have demanded 6,000sq ft. 

The move also allows Hosting
365 to get an 85pc utilisation of
available servers at any one
time, whereas in the past it was
a 10pc utilisation. As well as
this, Hosting 365, which serves
firms like the Carphone Ware-
house and government bodies
like the Department of Social
Welfare, is able to use just 40pc
of the power consumption pre-
viously required.

“The reason we opted for vir-
tualisation is it allows us to get
a better utilisation of server
infrastructure. We can get more
servers per rack and the actual
service we can give has
improved,” Byrne explains.

He says the move will also
enable the company to expand
into a second data centre for
complete redundancy.

“If a server has a problem, the

VMware software takes advan-
tage of the storage area net-
work (SAN) and blade
infrastructure in our grid and
keeps everything running. We
have complete redundancy.”

Another advantage of the
new infrastructure, Byrne says,
is the increased processing
power. “The infrastructure
allows over 128 blade servers
with dual core CPUs. The largest
other grid we’re aware of in
Dublin has a total of 60 CPUs,
so it gives us a major cloud.”

Blade infrastructure has also
enabled Hosting 365 to make
significant changes to its data
storage strategy. “We no longer
do local storage. We put every-
thing onto the SAN. Super-fast
fibre channels mean we can just
replace hard drives as needed.
The virtualisation platform then
means we can replicate and
clone the same server several
times. This makes it a lot more
scalable and faster to deploy.

“It also makes it a lot cheaper
to run. If customers are looking
for load balancing and firewalls,
each server can take advantage
of that. We have taken it to a

level that can cater for massive
amounts of scalability.”

Virtualisation, Byrne says,
also allows for greater remote
management. “The system is
remarkably fault-tolerant. We
can mange the data centre
remotely using a console. Our
R&D are working hard on deliv-
ering that ability to customers.”

The new infrastructure, says
Byrne, conforms to the IT indus-
try vision of cloud computing to
achieve greater scale in server
infrastructure.

“We are currently building
out the platform into another
data centre. Disaster recovery is
an expensive infrastructure to
deploy, for example, but if we
virtualise again onto another
site we can pass the economies
of scale onto customers.”

The virtualisation infrastruc-
ture is also platform agnostic
insofar as a variety of systems
and services can be easily
deployed and Hosting 365 can
stay true to its vision of provid-
ing server computing on utility
industry ‘pay as you go’ basis.

“It also means we can engage
in the greenest form of com-
puting currently available. Not
only do customers pay as they
use but we can provision what
they use.”

The next major hurdle in
cloud computing, Byrne says,
will be the move towards stor-
age virtualisation. “This is the
next wave of technology that is
not actually following Moore’s
Law where the capacity is dou-
bling every two years. Storage
virtualisation allows you to have
five terabytes of data in place
but in reality you are only using
one terabyte of capacity.

“This is the next step in the
virtualisation vision and we
intend to be there, all the way.”

INVESTING IN VIRTUALISATION

Return on investment
Home-grown hosting services provider Hosting 365
has invested ¤2m in a virtualisation strategy already
yielding return on investment, writes JOHN KENNEDY

VIRTUALISATION TRAINING

‘You’re 
taking the
hardware

and a good
portion of

the network
out of the

equation as
well’ ‘We have

taken it to a
level that

can cater for
massive

amounts of
scalability’

There is momentum in the demand for virtualisation technologies, but don’t forget to invest in
training to protect return on investment, writes GORDON SMITH

Back to the future
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