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It looks like this year may prove to be the
best of times and the worst of times for

the S/390 platform...
On the positive side, there seem to be more

reasons than ever to opt for a mainframe-
based solution for large-scale e-business
applications, and the recent zSeries 900
announcements show that the platform is
more than capable of scaling to the heights
and “spikes” of unpredictable demand.
Usage-based pricing, the promise of 64-bit,
and highly flexible workload management
add to the attraction. And at a time when
manageability and security are fighting
their way back to the top of the agenda, the
RACF-based mainframe has no parallel.

Whatever the Unix suppliers claim about
their top-end processors — and, let’s face it,
they’ve been making some pretty impressive
claims of late — the S/390 has been holding
its own. According to Xephon’s research,
the mainframe still maintains a strong total
cost of ownership margin over other plat-
forms (particularly for larger companies),
and, at the Secure Sockets Layer (SSL), it is
still by far the most efficient workhorse for
processing secure transactions.

So why do I feel a little uneasy about the
future of the S/390? I suppose it’s just the
impression that the mainframe business is
somehow losing critical mass, with third-
party software suppliers flocking to NT and
Unix, and increasingly to Linux, of course,
leaving the S/390 marooned on a legacy
island. This goes a long way toward
explaining IBM chairman Lou Gerstner’s
enthusiasm for Linux — $1 billion worth of
enthusiasm, apparently — since the S/390 is
such a cost-effective repository for wide-scale
Linux applications. Even if S/390 loses
support as a native platform for new e-apps,
it now makes a wonderful host environment
for Open Source systems.

Now it would be wrong to imagine that
development effort on the S/390 is dramatically
declining. If anything, there appears to be
considerably more investment in centralized
apps than there was a couple of years back;
those who feared that CICS/COBOL would
be pushed into a specialist, high-performance
niche role have nothing to worry about for a
while. The installed base of mainframe cus-

tomers is fully aware of the strengths of their
platform; but inevitably, the problem lies in
attracting new customers. Argue the cost ben-
efits of a Multiprise-level SME solution until
you’re blue in the face; the message just isn’t
getting across. And without new blood, we
have a problem. (The recent, very scary sug-
gestion by Meta Group that 60 percent of
mainframe data center staff are over 50 does-
n’t help matters. Companies desperately
need to fill that skills gap, since so many crit-
ical apps still reside on the S/390.)

The lack of genuinely new business is
without doubt being felt across the entire
enterprise systems sector. Amdahl and HDS
have basically signaled their departure from
the mainframe hardware business, arguing
that the design effort involved in moving to
64-bit really isn’t worth the hassle. I’ve
noticed that some of Amdahl’s marketing
personnel have become vehemently anti-
390 in the weeks since the company’s
announcement. At least HDS has had the
good grace to be totally evasive about its
future mainframe plans! At any rate, all
this leaves IBM without any direct manufac-
turing competitors, although Sun and HP are
rapidly moving in to oblige!

On the software side, mainframe stal-
warts such as CA, BMC, and Compuware
have all experienced a decline in revenue
growth and share price since the Y2K pro-
jects dried up, and they are now busy redi-
recting their marketing resources toward
more dynamic market sectors — primari-
ly e-business services. As Compuware’s
Executive VP Beth Chappell explained at
the company’s second quarter results meet-
ing, “We said that this fiscal year would be
tough. In reality it is turning out to be even
tougher than we thought. The market has
changed, so our business must change.”

Meanwhile, COBOL specialist Merant,
recently reported that its growth in e-busi-
ness service revenue almost exactly mir-
rored its decline in income from COBOL
tools! The interesting thing about compa-
nies like Merant and Amdahl is that, in
leaping into the services business, their
unique sales proposition is their knowledge
of the mainframe business and the most
efficient way to web-enable back-end sys-
tems. While the S/390 platform itself is less
than dynamic these days, the management
disciplines that support it are becoming
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more and more essential to the development
of truly resilient and scalable e-business
applications. And top-end Unix servers (not
to mention NT systems) will only “fit” in
the data center as and when they can support
the complex business processes that have
thus far relied on mainframe technology.

The ball now seems to be in IBM’s court.
And IBM seems determined that, if it can only
move Linux into the driver’s seat, it can con-
tinue to leverage the strengths of the main-
frame architecture beneath the covers, while
exploiting the booming market for Open
Source software. Looking at the long-term
implications of the eServer initiative, not to
mention other projects such as the recently
previewed “NUMA-Q enabled for S/390”
offering, you realize that the next couple of
years will involve some fundamental changes
for the mainframe. But rest assured: Whether
or not it’s still recognizable as such, S/390 will
be around for a long while yet.  

Mark Lillycrop is director of research at
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