
Recently there has been a lot of buzz
about iSCSI. Microsoft announced its
iSCSI certification for Windows pro-

gram, as well as standard inclusion, free of
charge, of iSCSI drivers in the form of a software
initiator for Windows 2000, XP and Windows
Server 2003. Several hardware vendors such
as EMC and Cisco have announced native
support for iSCSI in all or most of their prod-
uct lines. In addition, iSCSI is currently in
IETF (International Engineering Task Force)
draft standard, so it will be completely (and is
currently) RFC compliant, which will further
increase the pace of mainstream adoption.

The concept of iSCSI (Internet small com-
puter interface) is quite simple: block-based
SCSI (small computer interface) data is encap-
sulated for transport over TCP/IP, combining
the benefits of block storage with the ease and
ubiquity of IP infrastructure. In practice, this
yields a much lower price point of entry for a
SAN than the traditional fibre channel SAN.
Therefore, companies on a more limited budget
that might have previously been priced out of
the market now have the ability to enjoy the
benefits of a SAN. (Those benefits, as well as
cons, have been discussed in previous columns,
so I will not address that here.)

According to a recent Adaptec white paper,
the combined hardware and software cost for a
traditional fibre channel SAN averages around
$184,000, compared to about $82,000 for an
iSCSI SAN. Now, Adaptec has a personal
stake in highlighting this comparison, as they
have entered a partnership with Network
Appliance to provide iSCSI SANs. (Net App
has had native support for iSCSI for some
time.) Adaptec is one of the five companies
whose hardware’s iSCSI interface support was
Microsoft Certified for Windows (at least 14
other companies’ certifications are in the
works). However, despite Adaptec’s favorable
position, I do not think that anyone would

argue the case. Most companies have IP
Ethernet or even Gig Ethernet infrastructures
in place already, so using the existing archi-
tecture can only be a cost savings. FC switch-
es are notoriously expensive, and one avoids
the need for a FC-SCSI router. Fibre Channel
HBAs run about $2000 average. The host cost
for iSCSI drivers is quite low (starting at
essentially pennies and pretty much maxing
out at $1,000), and goes away completely with
native iSCSI on devices.

BENEFITS

At a recent Novell technical training semi-
nar, the company illustrated how a RAID array
and server on fibre channel could be replaced
with four or five laptops. One laptop was the
iSCSI target, the others were clients, and they
still accommodated the same number of atten-
dees. This mass scaling down of the necessary
equipment made it possible to take the training
sessions on the road, to the attendees, rather
than requiring the attendees to come to them.

A further point often made is that the cost of
training and administration is also lower with
iSCSI. IT staff already know how to work with
IP, so there is no learning curve or need for
extensive training; they can plunge right in.

Several other benefits are significant, if
touted less often. A noteworthy one is that
iSCSI can accommodate remote data trans-
port, for offsite servers on a WAN, LAN or
SAN, whereas fibre channel is distance con-
stricted. For shops that have far-flung servers
in multiple locations, iSCSI is a definite
option over the existing IP network. Another
way that iSCSI could enhance a company’s
architecture would be as a complement to a
fibre channel network, reaching remote,
stranded servers. In addition, some anecdotal
experiences I’ve heard about reveal that con-
trary to the case with fibre channel, when

more drives were added to an iSCSI network,
the yield was higher performance.

This last point leads me to a potential barrier
to iSCSI adoption—its speed. iSCSI cannot
match fibre channel in speed. However, more
anecdotal evidence suggests that this is a prob-
lem more in theory than in practice. Several
shops that switched have found that in day-to-
day use, users do not see a significant drop-off
in data speed, and in fact sometimes do not
even notice. As more shops deploy iSCSI, we
should get a better idea if this is a real issue.

Reliability and security with iSCSI is also
inferior to fibre channel, and these concerns
need to be addressed on an ongoing basis as
the standard is developed and deployment
becomes more pervasive. Widespread adop-
tion of the technology should heighten the
stakes for coming up with solutions for
these issues.

CONCLUSION

So while fibre channel has some definite
advantages over iSCSI and still makes sense
for many high-performance, high-end shops,
iSCSI has lowered the barrier to SAN entry for
many shops with more basic needs. This is a
great example of improvements and enhance-
ments using existing infrastructure, sometimes
working better and more efficiently than the
“latest and greatest” new technology.  
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