
RETURNING TO THE
MAINFRAME MENTALITY

Recent articles in trade publications have
been chronicling the rise of shared storage
methods to reduce administrative costs, cen-
tralize resources and ensure high availability
of business-critical data. This is as opposed to
the previous prevalence of DAS, direct
attached storage, which was proving unwieldy
to administer and vulnerable to outages if
individual servers fail. We are returning to the
mainframe mentality of centralized storage
being easier to manage and infinitely safer. I
have made similar points before. The old idea
of data centralized in one easy-to-access loca-
tion is back.

NAS VS. SAN

So centralization of data, tending to one’s
own garden or data farm is in again, in a new
guise—NAS (network attached storage).
One big factor pushing the growth of this
phenomenon is the advent of new lower-end
NAS offerings that come with a correspond-
ingly lower price tag, making NAS more
affordable for some smaller shops. While
DAS still leads the pack in installations
(recent figures project it at twice the revenue
of NAS for 2003), it is losing share, with a
27.4% drop in revenue in 2001. NAS has
lead the charge in terms of growth, with a
growth rate in revenue of 13.6% in 2001, and
projected increased rates since then. In other
surveys, 38% of shops had NAS installed
and an additional 22% had installation plans
within the next 18 months. Only 11%
planned to implement a SAN (storage area
network) in the next 18 months.

NAS wins out in many cases over a SAN
because it uses existing IP to communicate
and doesn’t necessitate implementing a whole

new network, and thus is less expensive. The
emergence of industry-standardized protocols
such as iSCSI and iSCP make the IP route
even more attractive and efficient.

New lower-end offerings include Iomega’s
NAS line, Snap Appliance’s Snap Server line
(formerly Quantum, now a separate, apparently
viable, entity), the HP StorageWorks NAS
1000s, ADIC’s StorNext hybrid and EMC’s
Celerra NS600. These are all much less pricey
than say, a standard NetApp or Auspex server,
which can run $50,000 for 150 GB of storage
capacity, and they still provide enterprise
functionality. In contrast, an HP NAS can start
at $2,990 for 320 GB.

Each of these lower-end NASes uses different
methods to reach their goal. ADIC, for instance,
achieves the lower cost by providing only 18
GB (two SCSI disks) of actual network
attached storage, with the rest being AIT-2
tape. Recently used data is kept in the NAS
cache, and older data, such as previous versions
of files, are sent to tape. Active files can be
accessed from the NAS in one second, and the
tape files can be accessed in 25 seconds if the
tape is in the drive. HP’s StorageWorks1000
uses four hot-swappable ATA drives, running
on a 2.4 GHz Pentium 4 processor with 512
MB of memory. Snap Appliance’s Snap
Server uses its Guardian OS and snapshot
technology to take consistent point-in-time
copies of data with no administrator inter-
vention necessary. The other vendors have
similarly innovative takes on providing
affordable NAS storage for multiple plat-
form environments.

Several other technologies have emerged
that enable better and more efficient admin-
istration for NAS. Z-force is a startup that is
presenting a file switch it claims will enable
the world’s first “NAS Array” in which an
unlimited number of NAS appliances will be
combined and managed as a single entity—

comparable to storage virtualization, which I
addressed in an earlier column. Microsoft
has just released a new upgrade to its NAS
software that allows it to be used with a
broader range of technology. You know if
Microsoft is in the arena, it’s the place to be.
They more than doubled their NAS revenue
last year and reported a 15% share of the
$1.4 billion market.

SAN and NAS “convergence” is also a hot
topic these days and will help accelerate NAS’
growth. In one poll, 64% of those asked stated
they had a need for both technologies combined,
if it were possible. SAN products that use IP,
instead of fibre channel, let shops integrate
both technologies, although that is a more
expensive route.

CONCLUSION

Good ideas never go out of style, they just
replay themselves in new and updated mani-
festations.  
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