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BY IRA GOODMAN 
Perspectives in Storage

Simplification, Standardization,
Centralization:

A “tion”-Filled Year

As another year of rapid IT development
comes to a close, I could not resist the

popular tradition (there is another good
“tion”) of looking back to sum up the trends
and achievements of the year and looking
ahead to project what I think will be some
of the upcoming advances. Of course, as
with most trends, they do not start and stop
with the advent of January 1; many advances
have been percolating slowly over a number
of years, and will continue to do so.

After years of moving to spread out data
storage in distributed infrastructures, the
tide has turned to more centralization in
storage solutions. Instead of entire enter-
prises comprised of far-flung multiple
“silos” of data and storage, unconnected and
scattered here, there, and everywhere, the
networked storage scenario has firmly taken
hold. The SAN and NAS options have
increasingly become the solutions of choice.

The many benefits of centralization are
clear: increased security, lowered total costs
of ownership, more efficient storage space
allocation, and reduced space usage; all with
easier management. The management line
item is key, because without the proper tools
to manage centralized storage, be it a SAN,
NAS or both, many of the benefits of cen-
tralization evaporate. However, fortunately
vendors are providing these management
tools for storage and backup, along with the
mechanisms for consolidated storage.

Vendors are now concentrating on pro-
viding inexpensive methods for people to
move data off local drives and on to centrally
located servers that are accessible from all
points on a network. NetApp filers and
Quantum Snap servers, such as the new
Guardian series, are just two of the wide
variety out in the marketplace today.

The evolution of iSCSI and fibre channel
into practical and viable technologies with

standards being created by SNIA, have
helped the move to SANs in terms of practi-
cal deployment. Similarly, the development
of NDMP 4 by SNIA’s task force has
allowed NAS to grow and be added into the
mix with SANs.

We now have rediscovered what we
knew years ago: that it is safer to have
users’ data off their machines and on a
common network, and it may be even
faster as well. It is right back to the concept
embodied in mainframes in the dawn of the
information technology era, but we now
have much more sophisticated and techno-
logically elegant methods. Therefore, it is
not a revelation, or even really a prediction,
but an affirmation, that we will remain
committed to further centralization for the
foreseeable future.

Another factor in the mix is the grow-
ing speed of tapes. The question used to
be: Is your tape speed fast enough to
make your disk backup window? Now it
has changed to: Can your disk keep up
with your tapes? Tape devices are now
faster than disks, a concept unthinkable

even five years ago. This is changing the
nature of backups, since disks are not
sending the data fast enough to fill the
buffer on some of the fastest tapes, caus-
ing the tape to slow and stop, and creating
real inefficiencies.

The only way to get fast enough feeds
to tapes, such as LTO and Super DLT
320, is to send multiple streams from
multiple nodes, a configuration that many
backup products support. However, the
issue with sending multiple streams to
tape concurrently (variously parallelism,
concurrency and interleaving) is that data
will be transferred onto the tape in either
a random or standard pattern, creating an
issue for restore.

For instance, when trying to restore a file
from stream one, the backup product must
find and access all the multiple positions
where that stream has been stored. If the
streams have been positioned in a standard
pattern, setting the concurrency at one, the
restore will go more easily. Nevertheless,
with random patterns, the restore will take
longer, and even standard patterns will not
restore as quickly as single streams. It is
mechanically hard on the tape to start,
search, stop, start, search and stop, on and
on, back and forth as it searches for the
parts to the stream. This is known as “shoe
shining,” for obvious reasons, and is not a
good thing.

Any shop has to balance out the efficien-
cies on either side of the equation to decide
if the faster tape and multiple streaming
pays off for them, or if slower is better.
However, most people have a lot more
backups than they have restores (which is a
good thing), so the speed of the first is
more critical.

The upshot of this discussion is that, con-
trary to predictions, tape is still an excellent
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and viable media for backup. Backup to
disk is an option, but still an expensive one,
and you should consider the location of the
backup disks. They should not be on the
premises, or even nearby, raising other net-
working issues. However, that is fodder for
another column.

Another, not so startling revelation now,
that seemed unlikely a while back, is that
NetWare 6 is much bigger than people ever
thought it would be. Users are not migrating
away from NetWare as was predicted; they
are not going anywhere. NetWare has
enhanced its suite enough to increase effi-
ciency and make it very robust. Now people
are even considering adding it to their
systems, and migrating to NetWare with
NSS. Other vendors are clamoring to sup-
port it. For instance, the new Open File
Manager 8.1 from St. Bernard is the first
version that supports NSS within NetWare
6. The upcoming version of Backup
Express 2.1.5 will support GroupWise, and
currently supports clustering in both
NetWare 5 and 6. Other backup products
are leaping to do the same, and vendors of
all types are incorporating support into their
upcoming offerings. It is another case of
premature death notices.

WHAT LIES AHEAD?

What can we glean from all these different
developments? Well, a lot and not much.
Basically, things and events will always
defy the predictions of experts. On the other
hand, it does seem clear that the market-
place (i.e., the customer) rewards simplifi-
cation, standardization and centralization
— in short, all the “tions” we started out
with. The common thread here is ease-of-use
and easy, cost-effective implementation,
which should not exactly be a revelation
to anyone. If it is, then they need yet
another “tion” wake up call, and should be
paying attention.
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