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F ew people would doubt the tremendous
business opportunities created in a

remarkably short time by the Web (not just
pure e-commerce, of course, but a whole
range of value chain, business intelligence
and customer relationship management
applications that have been jump-started by
Internet technologies). However, behind the
benefits lurk some pretty uncomfortable
Web-enabled nightmares for IS departments:
security, application integration, access to
legacy data, response time management
and, worst of all, capacity planning. Yes, the
mind-bending calculations, estimations and
mystical skills that once defined the role of
the capacity planner are gone forever. How
much resource will your e-commerce appli-
cations need in six months? In three months?
In two weeks? You just don’t know! And
the peaks and valleys are considerably
harder to level out in this environment. It’s
well known that the peaks can be unpre-
dictably severe, bringing the whole system
down with devastating effects on revenues.

Of course, the real pioneers in this business
(companies such as Charles Schwab and
eBay) found out the hard way that Internet
usage can follow a growth curve steeper than
your CEO’s salary. And without adequate
horsepower and bandwidth to throw at the
problem, the consequent Web response
times may decline nearly as sharply as your
salary when the CEO finds out!

Luckily, there is always a hardware vendor
just around the corner who can spread some
“fear, uncertainty and doubt,” reminding
you that you only get one chance in the e-
commerce game, so you have to be ready. If
you’re not sure how much capacity you
need, they advise, just buy a little more. You
know, it’s been a frustrating time for the
manufacturers — you have to feel a little
sorry for them. (Excuse me while I wipe
away a tear.) Just when they are presented

with the golden egg of e-commerce with its
vast potential for the supply of new MIPS,
the Y2K clamp-down brings the market 
to a screeching halt. There will be some
frightening financial results in the industry
for the last quarter of 1999; IBM has already
taken a share price hit by admitting that
hardware sales had suddenly slumped dra-
matically — as if anyone expected otherwise.

But will the market spring back in early
2000, as pent-up demand for e-MIPS is
finally satisfied? That’s an interesting
question. The truth is that immediately
before the year 2000 freeze set in, the vendors
enjoyed a period of impressive growth,
supplying very richly resourced systems for
new Web-based applications, feeding no
doubt on users’ concerns and fears about
scalability. I think we may find that some of
these systems were heavily over-specified
and that the early part of the millennium
may be slow as many users take stock.

One encouraging innovation that has
emerged from the unpredictable world of e-
commerce, though, is Capacity on Demand
— systems that have additional horsepower

under the covers, only activated and paid
for when the user needs it. In some cases,
this capacity can be switched on and off at
will, to cater for seasonal peaks.

Capacity on Demand first appeared with
IBM’s S/390 and RS/6000 systems back in
the spring of 1999, but the concept is now
proving popular. Hewlett-Packard and Sun
recently announced similar offerings, which
will be delivered as the market recovers.
HP’s iCOD option on its V-Class servers
allows users to switch capacity on and off
via a simple command in HP-UX; while
Sun is prepared to let you have a 64-engine
Starfire server with most of the power
turned off until you need it. When the ghost
of eBay comes to haunt you, you just flick a
switch and suddenly you have the whole
artillery at your command.

Doesn’t sound bad, does it? It certainly
makes commercial sense for the vendors;
it’s just that much easier for users to justify
additional processing power when it’s
already at hand and the peace of mind (not
just for the IT manager, but for the board as
well) may be worth a handsome price.

On-demand services will become more
widespread in 2000, of that I have no doubt.
And they will change the shape of capacity
acquisition to some extent, as users cater
for future needs. Such services may even
help customers come to terms with that
great maxim of the e-commerce age —
“Expect the unexpected.”
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