SURVEY

IT INFRASTRUCTURE

What are the new technology developments that SMEs need to know about to
improve their business? BRIAN SKELLY has been finding out from the experts

hy should I invest in information

technology and what kit or

software do | need to invest in?

These are questions that IT
managers regularly ask themselves, but
particularly so in today’s volatile and
unpredictable economy. Businesses are
thinking long and hard about making any
capital outlay and drawing a firm
distinction between capital expenditure
that’s “essential” and “nice to have”.

I'T unquestionably falls into the former
camp. So central has technology become
to routine business processes that firms
could not survive for long, or only with
great difficulty, without the support of
essential IT systems. Consider a retail
outlet without an EPOS system, an
architect’s firm without CAD or almost
any business without networked PCs and
e-mail.

Patricia Callan, director of the Small
Firms Association, says it is a mistake for
businesses to think of IT as a cost that
can simply be cut. “It's not a cost, it’s
an investment and if it’s in your business
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plan it should give you a productive
return,” she said. A downturn might
induce a ‘batten-down-the-hatches’
mentality among small businesses looking
to weather the storm but, according to
Callan, IT can present opportunities as
well, particularly with regard to the
creation of web-based businesses.

“With the domestic market drying up,
more businesses, particularly services
firms, will be looking to sell into markets
overseas and technology plays a key role
in allowing them to do that,” she
pointed out.

While the current economic climate
makes it more important than ever for
businesses to choose technology wisely
and cost-effectively, the good news is that
there are some great deals available at the
moment. A combination of sluggish
demand, keen competition between
suppliers and falling component costs has
pushed prices down to historically low
levels. Not so long ago, it was unthinkable
that you could buy a laptop for less than
€1,000; today you can bag one for €500
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or less. It is a similar story with servers,
networking equipment, storage boxes and
other infrastructural building blocks.

One of the consequences of the growing
affordability of computer equipment is
that technologies that used to be out of
the range of SMEs are now coming
within their orbit. And many of these
technologies can drive considerable cost
savings both in IT management and in
general business operations.

James Finglas, managing director of IT
services firm MJ Flood Technology, said
that larger SMEs are showing a “huge
level of interest” in desktop, server and
storage virtualisation and consolidation,
because of the solid return on investment
that can be achieved, particularly in
the areas of power and cooling. “A
consolidation project will result in about a
65% reduction in costs across the life
cycle. Costs can be recovered within as
little as one to two years,” he said.

In basic terms, consolidation involves
reducing the number of desktops and
servers in play, primarily through the use
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of virtualisation software
that pools the processing
capacity of machines on a
network and enables it to
be used more efficiently.
New technologies such as energy-efficient
blade servers, though not essential to a
consolidation project, can further reduce
the running costs of IT infrastructure.
According to Finglas, virtualised
storage area networks are also on the
increase among SMEs. “There are
software-based SANs such as Left Hand
from HP and Equal Logic from Dell that
bring disparate hardware together to
create a virtual SAN at a price point that’s
palatable to the SME market,” he stated.
Finglas added that IT security is also
a good candidate for consolidation.
The increasingly complex security
environment means a growing number of
organisations are consolidating their
various security components - firewalls,
antispam, antivirus - and handing them
over to an external provider to manage.
“Choosing this option means there’s less
pressure on their Exchange server and it
can be done cost effectively,” said Finglas.
Videoconferencing systems are also
coming into vogue given their potential
for reducing travel costs and saving time.
Videoconferencing used to be seen as a
‘nice to have’, now it’s seen as a way of
reducing travel costs. Telecoms costs have

come down and there’s more competition
in the marketplace, which has driven
down the cost of entry of this type of
solution. So videoconferencing is not the
massive investment it was four or five
years ago.

Another cost-saving trend is the
growing popularity of the software-as-a-
service (SaaS) model of software usage.
This means companies avoid the upfront
costs of investing in the application plus
the supporting hardware such as servers,
and simply pay for the application on a
per-user per-month basis. E-mail
management, threat management and
disaster recovery are areas where Saa$S is
making inroads.

Another factor working in favour of
small business is that in recent years
many |IT companies have made a
conscious decision to target this sector,
which is reflected in a welter of
products out there with small businesses
in mind. Microsoft’s Small Business
Server is a good example. The latest
version, SBS 2008, aimed at companies
with up to around 70 users, includes
Windows Server, Sharepoint and
Exchange Server, which offer company-

Technologies that used to be out
of the range of SMEs are now
coming within their orbit

wide e-mail, remote access to
desktop machines, backup and
restoration services, as well as
file and printer sharing. The
premium version also includes
database-management application SQL
Server.

“You're getting the benefit of having
an enterprise-class infrastructure in a
solution that’s easy-to-deploy for small
businesses,” said Neil Tanner, SME
director at Microsoft. “It’s all contained
in the one solution. SBS is also a secure
and reliable system so that you’re not
wasting money on break-fix services.”

Clever technology is one thing but as
ever sourcing the best expert advice is
crucial. For many SMEs, IT support
means someone who can fix glitches.
That’s important but so too is counsel on
what are the available technologies that

can improve business efficiency.
According to Joe Molloy, managed
services director with IT Force:

“Businesses want a reliable IT partner,
who will keep their systems up and
running and keep them abreast of the
latest trends and technologies. Clients
want to hand over the IT discipline to a
reliable party, have it run seamlessly in
the background and be able to forget
about it on a day-to-day basis so they can
focus on their core competency.”

Survey continued on page 72
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Keith McHale, Itomic

I think the market is still moving, not so
much in numbers but more so with
options. As well as the BlackBerry, the
Apple iPhone (V2) will sync with
Microsoft Exchange. Other
manufacturers such as Nokia are
providing software to do push e-mail.
On the backend side, Exchange 2007 has
some excellent features for push e-mail.
Remote wipe is a handy feature for lost
or stolen Windows mobile devices.

Are more companies
Investing in CRM,
and what are the

pitfalls?

Jason Boyle, PFH

CRM can be a large undertaking that
needs careful planning. The major
pitfall to be aware of is not to expect a
CRM solution to solve operational or
process issues, it is there as a means to
share and record information. Most
important of all is the information
input. The biggest cultural change is
people having to input all kinds of
information that may not have
previously been recorded anywhere. If
you can’t get the people to type it in,
then the CRM becomes redundant.

Cathal Hanratty, Image Group

Every business should use a CRM
system, even if it is only Microsoft
Outlook Contacts. More companies
want the CRM system to be part of the
business applications. They want to see a
full customer history from finance to
prospective business on one application.
A CRM system needs to be right for
your business and needs to capture
important customer information. It may
be that an off the shelf product will do
the job, or it may need to be customised.

Gary Melvin, Brandon Consulting

It is vital that the CRM system be
implemented as part of a information
management strategy and not as a
standalone piece of software. This
strategy should outline a framework and
process for all the business systems,
which will range from end user account
maintenance to management reporting.

Joe Molloy, IT Force

The critical thing here is to ensure the
system and how you deploy it is aligned
with internal business processes. Most
organisations who implement a CRM
system probably deploy it incorrectly and
use it poorly. Outside assistance from a
competent partner is critical.

Keith McHale, Itomic

I think companies may look at this more
in the recession times as a way to be
more productive. There are a lot of
options around CRM and the biggest

Keith McHale, Itomic

issue is finding the right fit for your
business. Selecting the right solution will
mean less customisation, which can be
the most costly part of the
implementation.

Do you rate online
backup solutions or
s tape still best?

Cathal Hanratty, Image Group
It depends on the business and how
critical data is for the business. Most
small SMEs do not take backups

Survey continued on page 76
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C Infinity - “Servers with Service!”
Talk to C Infinity about Managed Cloud Computing

Contact: sales@cinfinity.ie - Tel: +353 1 6755136 - www.cinfinity.ie

Infrastructure and Server Hosting, Managed Cloud Computing, Software as a Service, Managed Services, Secure Online Backup, Laptop Protection.
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Jason Boyle, PFH

seriously. A lot of our clients are
moving away from tape devices and
instead putting an external hard disk or
a network hard drive on the network
and backing up all their data to this
drive for first line of data failure. They
are also then moving all critical
company data offsite for disaster
recovery. This removes the human
element altogether where somebody is
responsible for changing a tape
everyday and also is a lot more reliable.

Gary Melvin, Brandon Consulting
There are a number of companies
offering online backup. For any
company considering using a third
party to conduct such a vital function,
they must be completely at ease with
the SLA service level agreement.
Personally | don’t think there is any
better solution than a combination of
onsite backup to disk and tapes for
offsite storage.

Joe Molloy, IT Force

SMEs don’t take backups seriously until
they have a data disaster. We
recommend online data management
solutions for several reasons. If you
have a copy of all of your important
data held remotely, this can form an
important part of your overall business

continuity plan. The most common
reason why nightly backups fail is
someone forgetting to change the tape.
Online backups are more reliable too.
Tapes are relatively fragile and can
deteriorate with age. While newer DLT
and LTO tape technologies are much
more reliable than DAT, it is not
unknown for tape restores to fail.

Keith McHale, Itomic

Online backup is the way to go - full
stop. We see backup as one of the
biggest issues facing small businesses.
Online backup can seem more
expensive but once you take all the
hidden costs into account and consider
the disaster recovery element it’s a cost-
effective solution.

Tomas O’Leary, Origina

My experience is that organisations of
all sizes don’t handle backups properly.
The role of managing the backups is
usually given to a junior I'T person, and
small errors are often overlooked or
ignored. That is until the day comes
when they actually need the backups.
Failure to address backup in a stringent
manner can lead to very serious
problems.

Caitriona Lynch, C Infinity

Our customers tell us that alongside
antivirus, backup is their biggest
headache. We find that online backup is
preferable to tape for business critical
data. A tape drive with decent capacity
is expensive and there is a real and
significant chance that the data won’t
be recovered. Secure online backup,
such as C Infinity Connected and
LiveVault, gives the business a solution
where data protection becomes a utility,
just like turning on a tap. Restorability
of the data with online backup is
simple, secure and can be independent
of location.

Cloud computing and
virtualisation - are
these only for big

companies or should
mid-range firms be

aware of these
technologies too?

Cathal Hanratty, Image Group
Definitely the mid-range firms should
look at it. If you have four or five servers,
it is an absolute must to look at
virtualisation and how it can improve
your productivity and running expenses.
It will also mean help with the cashflow,
as the capital outlay is not as much.

Jason Boyle, PFH

Cloud is in its infancy and will take some
time to be defined into packages that the
SME can take advantage of. However in
the broad sense, if someone is saving data
online, they are already using cloud
computing. Virtualisation is something to
be considered where there is a high
reliance on IT and as part of a disaster
recovery solution you want to ensure
almost instant recovery of your data, or if
there is a high number of servers that can
be consolidated.

Joe Molloy, IT Force

Cloud computing can be an extremely
cost-effective way to get a complete
hassle-free IT environment and
management service. While virtualisation
can be relevant to some small
organisations, the key flag here is server
quantity. The more you have, the more
virtualisation is relevant to your business.

Ireland’s Award-Winning Source For Cost Effective Infrastructure Optimisation Solutions

info@origina.ie Tel: 01 294 2300 www.origina.ie
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Caitriona Lynch, C Infinity

To deploy a complete inhouse IT
infrastructure with virtualisation,
redundancy, and security can be
expensive, not just to implement, but to
manage and maintain. However SMEs
can leverage managed Cloud
Computing to build their I'T-based
solution in an existing data centre that
provides the security, expertise and
enterprise-level management.

What are the most
common problems
that SMEs encounter
In the running of
their IT
infrastructure?

Cathal Hanratty, Image Group

The first problem is managing
infrastructure, viruses, malware, spam,
backups etc. It is very important that a
business can rely on their IT partner to
visit them onsite but managed services
drastically reduce the need for onsite
support. The second issue is knowing
what technology to invest in for their
business, which is where a trusted adviser
comes in.

Caitriona Lynch, C Infinity

The problems are throughout the entire
lifecycle of the infrastructure. Once
installed, the company finds that
overnight it has become an ‘IT

Neil Wisdom, Complete Telecom

company’, as upgrades, backups, viruses
and compatibility become problems.
Whatever the problem, it is critical that
there is a single point of contact to cater
for the customer needs. A human voice
at the end of the phone is crucial.

Gary Melvin, Brandon Consulting

The most common problem with IT is
that it is looked on as a cost and not as a
tool to increase productivity and gain
competitive advantage. The most
successful companies have embraced I'T
as a driver for the business. It is not
enough to have an IT partner that you
can call on to fix an issue. It is imperative
that there is a managed and monitoring
agreement in place so as your IT partner
is aware and working on an issue before
it impacts the business.

Jason Boyle, PFH

The main tech problems that we see
being encountered by a lot of SMEs can
be summed up as follows: too small for
dedicated inhouse specialist, too big to
ignore it. The obvious solution is for a

systems up and running and keep them
abreast of the latest trends and technolo-
gies to ensure they stay ahead of the pack.

Keith McHale, Itomic

The most common I T-related issues for
small firms are e-mail outages due to
spam, malware or viruses; loss of data
due to hardware or software failure; and
not getting all the features they need e.g.
remote access. Businesses should be
looking for IT providers to do as much
as they can remotely. It’s all possible with
the remote tools that are available now.

Neil Wisdom, Complete Telecom
The most common problem is ensuring
they can access affordable, prompt
engineering resources to assist in
problem identification and problem
resolution. It is vital that SMEs identify,
select and contract with appropriate
telecoms and ICT companies to provide
onsite support contracts (with suitable
service level agreements) to maintain all
of their important systems.

Survey continued on page 78

managed service
from a specialist
provider. It can be
hard for an SME to
adjust to a service
delivery solution
from a ‘remote’
provider. However
this approach is
becoming more
prevalent.

Joe Molloy, IT
Force

The most common
problem is finding a
partner who they can
trust with the day-
to-day management
of their systems. The
business people we
work with are not
techies, but they do
appreciate the value
of IT and the impact
it can have on
achieving business
goals. They
therefore want a
reliable I'T partner,
who will keep their

Partner
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GOLD CERTIFIED

Brandon Consulting’s IT Infrastructure, Productivity
and Support Solutions provide organisations with
ICT Solutions to increase employee productivity
and reduce operating overhead.

BRANDON CONSULTING OFFER SOLUTIONS
IN THE FOLLOWING AREAS:

- Business Productivity and Business Intelligence
- Storage and Backup Solutions

- Microsoft Infrastructure Solutions

- IT Managed Services

brandon

—— CONSULTING ——

Brandon are running a

number of technology breakfast
briefings over the coming weeks.
Visit www.brandon.ie for details

Tel: 1850 272 636 Email: info@brandon.ie www.brandon.ie
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