on%

Publication

The Independent

Date

9th February 2010

Circulation

187,000

v

sinessExtra

THE INDEPENDENT
TUESDAY 9 FEBRUARY 2010

CHANGING YOUR IT SYSTEM

Virtual
solution
toadata
dilemma

Guy Clapperton looks at how to
upgrade IT systems without wasting time
Or money on any unnecessary features

| any businesses find
that, as they grow, the
© IT system fails to grow
ka’f« with them. They begin
“" with a couple of PCs
networked together by the director
who's always fiddling with these

things at home, they grow unmanaged | Virtualising means making one

and then it's time to get the whole
thing under control. Or it's done pro-
fessionally, in an orgamced fashion -

and then it turns out you've grown to a | across the globe.

larger size than your existing systems
were designed to support.

Years ago, the only option would
have been to get a consultant in to re-
design and re-engineer your system.
This is still a good starting point, al-
though the systems in whose direc-
tion they are likely to point you have
changed drastically. Specifically,
they’ll use two phrases alot: one is
“outsource”, the other is “cloud”.

Ben Gladstone is the chief executive
of the outsourced IT company
Conosco, and specialises in setting up
systems for smaller and growing busi-
nesses. He believes a lot of companies
suffer from an abandonment of com-
mon sense when it comes to new sys-
tems. The overall specifications, he
says, should include low cost, scalabili-
ty, redundancy and a quick restore
after a failure (“redundancy” in this
case meaning that one or two of the
computers should duplicate the work
of another, so if one component goes
wrong the spare can kick in immedi-
ately). “For a small business, these are
hard to achieve at a realistic cost,” he
says. “They really demand replicated
servers in separate locations - unless
you use hosted solutions, also known
as ‘the cloud’. Google Apps is the lead-
ing contender for email - and you also
get Google Docs, which might replace
your MS Office.”

The wiser upgrader takes all this
into account, and then doesn’t doit all
at once, according to Joe White, man-
aging director of Gandi.net, which
specialises in cloud services. The first
thing to do, he suggests, is to make
sure your supplier understands your
business and preferably has worked
with similar organisations. 'I‘hey can
then get an idea of what you're going

| you can have different parts of your

| of the world,” says White - soif one

toneed, but be careful. “Youtendto |
find that companies use about 10-12
per cent of their servers’ capacity,” he
says. This doesn’t make economicor |
ecological sense. |
Gandi’s answer, unsurprisingly, is
| tolet them virtualise your systems.
| the cloud.
system function as more than one
physical computer by putting it all
into software. This can be done

“Geo-locating can be useful because
website located across different parts

part of your website attracts primar-

ily an American audience, that part
canbe located on servers in America,
for example. This won’t make any dif-
ference to you as the site owner.
Beyond a certain size of business, |
you'll need tolook at a data centre, |
whether it's in-house or outsourced to

director at on365, which specialisesin |
this sort of infrastructure. He observes |
that many companies put the server
computers into the nearest available
space - which doesn't always work.
“The selected office space takes
away ‘people space’, so is often forced
upon the team as being the space that

| ‘It is essential that a
company’s business
plan actsas a
blueprint for the
design of the new

Chris Smith is sales and marketing | IT System'

refrigeration pipe-work, condensate
drains etc, all passing overhead.”
These all put the IT system and the

‘ data residing on it at risk.

Conference hotels

Celtic Manor Resort, South Wales

Celtic Manor has been voted the UK's top conference
hotel by Conference & Incentive Travel magazine
readers for three of the past four years. Conference
facilities include the Caernarfon Suite, which can seat
1,500 delegates for a keynote address or 800 guests for
a gala dinner, an exhibition hall and an extra 30 meeting
rooms with break-out areas. Its forte is themed events.
01633 413 000;

celtic-manor.com

Chester Grosvenor and Spa, Chester

The moment you step into the Chester Grosvenor, you
can see why it has five AA Red stars. But its opulence
isn’t spoilt by being overly formal. A £3.5m investment
has led to superb, versatile meeting rooms suitable for
events from two to 250 people, with cutting-edge
technology. “Simon Radley at the Chester Grosvenor” is
a further attraction.

01244 324 024;

chestergrosvenor.com

The Grove, Hertfordshire

Forty minutes from central London, this 18th-century
house set in 300 acres of parkland and open countryside
has been transformed into a country estate with a modern
twist. Since opening in 2003, it has won accolades for its
[« y design and prc i service. Conference
facilities cater for up to 1,000 guests and include 23
flexible rooms. There is an 18-hole championship golf
course, the Sequoia spa and three restaurants.

01923 296 020;

thegrove.co.uk

Four Seasons, Hampshire

Luxury is embedded into every aspect of the hotel’s
offering, and there is fine attention to detail. Set on
ground level, the indoor function facilities comprise
five dedicated rooms, with the capacity to
accommodate 18 to 260 people. The hotel is set amid
woodlands, pastures and heritage-listed walled
gardens. There are 111 guest rooms and 22 suites, and
an excellent spa.

01252 853 000;

fourseasons.com/hampshire

Hilton London Metropole

This hotel can manage events of up to 3,000 delegates and
can accommodate 1,000 delegates. There’s 4,100m’ of
flexible space. Those after a private meeting room are also
catered for. Don't miss the Nippon Tuk bar and restaurant
on the 23rd floor. The views of Canary Wharf and the
London Eye are great, as is the Asian Fusion menu.
020-7402 4141;

Hiltonlondonmet.com

LOWRY HOTEL, MANCHESTER

With its curved, glass-fronted facade and chic interior,
this hotel is Manchester’s most fashionable venue. There
is a street-level entrance for conference facilities, where
all rooms have floor-to-ceiling natural light and audio-
visual technology and wi-fi. The grand ballroom caters
for up to 400 people - or less if divided - and all the
other conference rooms are equally flexible. The hotel
has 165 stylish bedrooms, |nc|udxng seven suites.

01618 274 000;

thelowryhotel.com

is the least attractive for office space,”
he says. “It may have general building
water or waste pipes running over it,

Spare room: firms
use about 10-12 per
cent of their
servers’ capacity
GETTY IMAGES

Mitchell Feldman, managing direc-
tor of the Internet Group, who focuses
mainly on sales and marketing, adds
another dimension. “Align IT require-
ments with future business plans. Itis
essential that a company’s business
plan acts as a blueprint for the design
of the new IT system. AnIT infras-
tructure should be developed to sup-
port the company’s future growth
plans, not work as an unrelated entity.

“Conduct a thorough risk analysis
- consider what role IT plays within
the business, and carry out an impact
analysis to fully understand and
prepare for the ramifications of any
system failures.” Note that, whatever
any supplier tells you, the system will
fall over at some stage - and there
needs to be provision for what hap-

| pens then, and just how often it’s rea-

sonable to put up with this in the con-
tract. This is called the Service Level
Agreement (SLA) - and any SLA that
specifies a system will work 100 per
cent of the time isn’t realistic.

There are a few practicalities to
bear in mind. Conosco’s Gladstone

| suggests avoiding customisations, as

they can be costly to fix when they go
wrong. Look for next-day on-site
support whenever there’s a problem,
and have that written into the con-
tract. Gandinet's White suggests
avoiding upgrading everything at
once - replace things when they
break and not before.

A related area is knowing not only
why you're replacing your existing I'T
but why you’re opting for whatever is

| the new version.

Alastair Williams is the data man-
agement practice lead at Centiq. Al-
though he acknowledges the cloud
can have huge benefits, there are

| caveats. “One such area is around un-

structured data management. When
combined with intelligent archiving
policies and process management,
storing and distributing business
documents within the cloud can have
significant benefits,” he says. “The
danger, however, is simply moving
data to a new location without ad-
dressing the ‘why’ behind it. Ignoring
this will simply move e<ca|dtmg costs
toanew budgetline.”




