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O ne of the main problems with our
industry is that enthusiasts run it.

More than any other business, IT attracts
people who have very strong views — posi-
tive or negative — about the products they
buy, sell or use. For any given problem, there
are a dozen solutions available, and each one
will have its own devoted following.

Users’ preferences can be deep-seated.
Mainframe stalwarts extol the virtues of
OS/390 availability and the benefits of
COBOL development. The Unix fraternity
points to the sheer unyielding horsepower
of their processors, and will cheerfully
argue the cost of ownership case. The
corporate PC community rallies round the
Wintel flag (the Windows operating system
running on Intel microprocessors), and
point to the vast range of applications avail-
able to them. As for the iSeries, well, if you
have ever wondered what “brand loyalty”
means, just ask an AS/400 owner. However,
never ask a Linux enthusiast for his opinion
of his operating system unless you have at
least half an hour to spare.

And that is just the basic platform. Look
at any sector of IT within the enterprise —
storage, databases, networks, ERP or CRM
packages, performance management tools,
etc. — and you will find a wide range of
choices, with products sold on hype and
chosen for their cost, technical suitability,
or the plain personal prejudice of the buyer.
We all contribute to this process: analysts
compare, journalists describe, consultants
recommend, and users acquire. The result,
with each new wave of technology and each
new generation of buyers and sellers, is what
we euphemistically call “heterogeneity.”

Heterogeneous systems in themselves are
not a bad thing, which is just as well as most
large organizations are supporting them.
Technical variety can allow IT managers to

put together solutions that not only fit the
business’ precise requirements, but also
offer a competitive edge over those of their
competitors. However, as user organizations
merge and re-structure themselves, and new
products are added to cope with new busi-
ness requirements, this rich tapestry of IT
solutions can equally be a hindrance, intro-
ducing serious interoperability issues and
complexity that is virtually unmanageable.

We are used to large amounts of com-
plexity, of course; unraveling the tangled
web gives us all a purpose in life. However,
as the IT department takes on a more strategic
role in the development and support of bet-
your-business e-commerce systems, it
needs to be able to react far more rapidly
than in the past. Technology can not be
allowed to get in the way; heterogeneity
needs to work in our favor, not against us.

Part of the solution, as we all know, is
openness — but not necessarily “open” in
the sense of Open Source. Linux and its
associated technologies will play a key role
in the future, but right now the issue for the

enterprise is application programming
interfaces (APIs) — writing to them, and
making the vendors adhere to them.
Unfortunately, the largest vendors often
have the smallest ears when it comes to lis-
tening to users’ appeals for more open
interfaces. But the pressure for openness of
this kind is now so intense that vendors
ignore the calls at their peril.

There is, at least, a very strong drive
within the industry to share components
and technologies. This drive exists not just
because of the potential benefit to customers
(sometimes this seems to be the last consid-
eration), but because of the costs — in
investment and reputation — of “going it
alone” and appearing to be isolated from
the general flow. Hence, tools like XML
and Java, and even architectural compo-
nents such as InfiniBand, are key to
improving interoperability in the future.

Nevertheless, another, equally important,
part of the picture involves developing
management tools that actually take advan-
tage of the diversity of technologies, and
draw together the best features of each plat-
form and product. Not surprisingly, some of
the most important work here is being done
by IBM (which has more experience than
most in making diverse technologies work
together). Take, for example, IBM projects
such as eLiza and Oceano, which are
designed to lift system management to a
higher level with virtual servers and self-
healing, self-optimizing systems. Though
many aspects of these projects are new and
experimental, they are drawing together the
most advanced functions of the underlying
platforms (Sysplex and CUoD from the
zSeries; HACMP and Blue Hammer from
the pSeries, etc.), leveraging complemen-
tary technologies rather than trying to paper
over the cracks between them.
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Likewise, some of the new peer-to-peer
management tools are worth watching. For
example, Microsoft’s Farsite initiative is
charged with developing a serverless distrib-
uted file system based on untrusted clients.
In other words, it manages vast farms of
underutilized PCs across a network, and har-
nesses their spare storage (and, in time
maybe, their spare cycles) to build highly
resilient networks.

Products such as these, as far-fetched as
they may seem today, are pointing the way
to “repurposing” our existing systems and
drawing on their individual strengths, rather
than constantly reinventing the wheel. The
future belongs not to the vendors who can
provide the best all-singing-all-dancing
solutions, but to those who understand the
real benefits of interoperability and hetero-
geneous systems.
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