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with Erik Giesa, F5 Networks VP, Product Management & Marketing

Q What's driving the need for data center virtualization?

A We know that if business continuity is a key objective of an
organization, it means that operations are up and running
24x7. Best practices suggest using geographic redundancy
to establish multiple data centers or sites located in
different geographic regions, each with replicated
applications and data. Do you need to replicate everything?
No, not necessarily, just those things that are deemed
mission critical. Some organizations will feel that the bulk
of their applications and data are mission critical, whereas
others will have a smaller subset.

How do you implement geographic redundancy?
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You can implement geographic redundancy in a number
of ways. You could choose to deploy multiple sites and use
something like Veritas’ Smart Location or EMC's Replication
Storage to duplicate applications and data, which is a
significant investment.

Today, most IT folks still build redundant sites as a backup
and manually manage data replication and failover to

the secondary site when needed. So they have their site
sitting there inert as an insurance policy, but also as a non-
performing asset. By virtualizing data center resources at
both sites, you can turn non-performing assets (with the
exception of a disaster) into an ongoing available asset that
will function in a distributed scenario to achieve maximum
reliability and performance regardless of location. For
example, in an active-active data center configuration, you
could do data replication, upgrades, and maintenance on
a more-frequent basis, increasing your overall uptime and
time-to-market for services.

There are other benefits to virtualization when you look

at the data center itself. Let's say you need maximum
availability and high performance for your applications and
data. You can deploy one, very reliable midrange server
with RAID and redundant power supplies that cost you half
a million dollars. However, you're still going to have a single
point of failure because it's a single system. You could also
try to achieve those business objectives by throwing very
expensive hardware at it, trusting that all the components
will keep running.

A better practice is to virtualize your server and application
resources, which is much more cost effective and a better
overall architecture. Instead of deploying that very expensive
mid-range system, virtualize multiple, low-cost, high-
performance servers with applications and data, so when
one server goes down, you're not impacted. This gives you
the opportunity to achieve high availability and performance
without breaking the bank.

Q What do you have to consider to virtualize your data center?

A A key part of the answer to this question is the architecture

itself. It starts with the application. Can this application be
deployed in a manner that it can be virtualized? Does it
support clustering or are there tools that help it support
clustering so that each application instance recognizes
state? If that's the case, that application is a great candidate
for virtualization within the broader context of the
application delivery network framework.

Can the underlying applications be replicated in real time
between redundant sites so that they can resolve requests
at any site at any time, ensuring that the data is current?
If you can't replicate the data in real time, there might still
be an opportunity to virtualize redundant sites if the data
being served doesn’t require up-to-the-minute freshness.
There are a lot of scenarios where that does makes sense.
What day-old data is acceptable? Ultimately, you have

to look at the underlying application infrastructure to
determine what you can virtualize. The same is true for
virtualizing connectivity and links.

You also have to consider the amount of data and
performance during the replication process. In this case,
the primary challenge is not about the bandwidth or link
capacity. The challenge is how much of that data can

be concurrently transferred or put into the pipe while
eliminating protocol communication overhead. We've seen
customers with OC-3 connectivity between data centers, but
their replication process only uses a fraction of that pipe.
They have a lot of data to transfer and it just trickles into
the pipe, so replication literally takes days to complete - it's
just not efficient. Fortunately, there are solutions out there
that use symmetrical WAN acceleration to mitigate this
situation. So replication processes that took days to finish
now get completed in hours. That's a better model and a
better use of the underlying infrastructure, which includes
available bandwidth.
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