
In previous columns we’ve discussed the relative benefits of SANs
(Storage Area Networks) and NAS (Network attached Storage),
and of combining the two technologies for maximum benefits.

And companies have been adopting SANs more and more as their costs
decrease and the technology becomes more stable and tested. However,
many of the early adopters, and even some of the second wave of users
are now finding themselves with enterprises full of SAN “islands.”

Unfortunately, these are not tropical paradises on which beleaguered
Sys Admins can take a much needed, and well-earned vacation.
Instead, they add to the headaches that they face every day. SANs were
originally meant to help consolidate, and link data, storage and
resources to make them available for wider access, as well as central-
ize management of a number of applications. However, for the early
adopters, the technology was uncertain, expensive and limited in its
reach over long distances. HBAs (Host Bus Adapters) were new and
untested. Because of this, many companies exercised caution in enter-
ing the SAN waters, going in a toe at a time and ended up building
multiple small SANs. First one department started the trend, then
another decided it wanted one and so on. Now enterprises are stuck
with two, three or many more SANs that don’t communicate with each
other. These are the islands of SAN, and it will take more than a mes-
sage in a bottle for them to contact each other.

With these islands, many of the benefits of SANs are not realized to
their full advantage. Storage consolidation, ease of access to data, inte-
gration of multiple technologies with centralized control, and backup
efficiencies, are now only on a per SAN basis, not company-wide. Each
SAN can have its own, disparate hardware and software, complicating
administrators’ lives.

Fortunately technology has evolved so quickly that now these early
adopters have the opportunity to exploit the newest developments and
use the more robust technologies to unite their disparate SANs.
Improved SAN fabrics such as director-level class switches, iSCSI over
TCP/IP, improved Fibre Channel and Gigabyte Ethernet are now avail-
able to effectively link multiple networks into larger ones. In fact iSCSI
and Serial Advanced Technology Attachment (SATA) are two tech-
nologies that are lower cost than previous FC and high-end arrays, and
incorporating them into a SAN for certain levels of data can really
help to maximize the ROI on a tiered storage system. Less critical
applications that don’t require high availability can use them instead of
the more costly technologies.

Consolidation is not implemented just because of the cost savings that
are associated with it. In fact sometimes the initial investment for the
consolidation, such as the director-level switch, can be significant. But
the long-term costs, both in money and in man-hours, build up over time.

The big time and efficiency savings come from the centralized manage-
ment, streamlining administration, and the need for fewer copies of pro-
grams. If everything is accessible on one large network, this eliminates
the need for multiple backup programs, for instance. One program that
works with all the platforms is sufficient. And in turn this cuts down on
management and administrative time and cost. A single SAN is a sim-
plified SAN—always assuming it’s well done, of course.

Some industry experts advise that companies buy all the pieces of their
solutions from a single vendor, in order to insure that they all work togeth-
er. These experts have seen problems with different vendors’ products
working together seamlessly. Not coincidentally, many of these experts
work for specific vendors that offer comprehensive solutions themselves.
However, it is not always necessary to go to the cost and aggravation of
replacing existing components with new ones, if the current ones will
work interoperably within the new fabric. Many vendors have products
that are certified to work with multiple other hardware and software, and
diligent homework on the part of the Sys Admin implementing the SAN
consolidation can reveal these. Incorporating the best of breed for each
piece can yield just as efficient and effective a SAN as a single vendor
SAN in many, if not most cases, and at a lower investment cost as well.

Another consideration for some companies is the opposite of
expanded access, but rather restricted access. Department A shouldn’t
be able to access or modify certain parts of Department B’s data, which
was part of the rationale for keeping them on separate SANs in the first
place. However, this kind of access restriction can easily be achieved
by implementing password protected router settings. A very intricate
and secure access structure can be installed and managed on a single
SAN that incorporates the entire company, with minimal difficulty and
management effort.

Whichever way it is done, SAN consolidation is the way (dare I say,
“wave?”) of the future. As those regular readers of this column have
come to expect though, I can’t resist pointing out that this is also the
way of the past. The single mainframe, consolidating all the data and
allowing a single point of access throughout the enterprise offered the
physical manifestation of data connectivity that the current single SAN
offers in the virtuality. Once again, it’s all about connecting people with
data in the most efficient and streamlined way. As technology develops,
what is the most efficient and streamlined way may change, but the
concept behind it never does, and it never will.  
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No SAN should
be an Island
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