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HARDWARE The mainframe is still very much alive and firms must have a strategy in
place to maintain legacy systems, or be prepared to migrate to an alternative platform

The next step for your mainframe
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Despite what pundits might have
led us to believe over the past 20
years, the mainframe is not going
to disappear any time soon. What
is going to change, however, is the
mainframe product environment.
Organisations need to have plans in
place for either migrating or main-
taining their current set-ups in the
changing environment.

In 1991 experts predicted that
mainframes would be obsolete by
1996. Yet in 2007, mainframe-based
programs still process about 75% of
the world’s transactions, and IBM
announced that more than 10 mil-
lion mainframes were now in op-
eration.

“Although firms are vocal in their
dissatisfaction of the costs of main-
taining them, legacy mainframes

continue to run core business func-
tions for medium, large, and Global
2000 companies,” said Phil Murphy,
principal analyst at Forrester Re-
search.

However, in a 2006 survey con-
ducted by Forrester, 49% of compa-
nies said it was a priority or critical
priority to replace or upgrade main-
frame applications. Murphy said
there is demand among larger com-
panies to modernise their legacy
mainframe programs, so that they
can run under potentially cheaper
Linux operating environments.

The other benefit to modernis-
ing mainframes is that it enables
the use of Java over Cobol. Java has
a wider, more available skills base
than Cobol, which is the traditional
language used to code mainframe
programs and faces a growing skills
shortage.

Total cost of ownership is key in

<4 D Companies need to look at their mainframe set-ups as the market changes

determining whether a moderni-
sation plan should be undertaken.
Fewer proprietary platforms and
cheaper alternatives make moving
off the mainframe compelling.

Supporting this need, a new
segment of suppliers is providing
runtime environments designed
to emulate the mainframe online
as well as in batch environments,
either on Microsoft Windows or
Unix/Linux platforms.

Among the mainframe emulation
products are Neocics and Neobatch
from Fujitsu, as well as the Enter-
prise Server with Mainframe Trans-
action Option from Micro Focus
and Unikix from Critical Path.

However, even though the move
to a new technology platform
can reduce expenses and provide
greater flexibility for larger main-
frame users, some organisations are
reluctant to change. For them, the
process of modifying their systems
can be expensive, as it involves re-
writing the software used to man-
age core business processes.

Organisations have already
wasted millions of pounds on pur-
ported one-size-fits-all solutions
to their legacy application issues:
dump the mainframe; rip and re-

D Organisations are looking at cheaper alternative platforms using Java
D Alternative platforms will not offer the quality of service of the mainframe
D Companies sticking to legacy systems may struggle to find Cobol IT staff

place; move it all to Unix; and, most
recently, outsource it all.

“The main decision facing main-
frame users today is between mi-
grating to a new platform or staying
with the system they have,” said
Dale Vecchio, research vice-presi-
dent at analyst firm Gartner.

Vecchio said mainframe users
with processing requirements in the
500-2,000mips (millions of instruc-
tions per second) range may want to
move to what they see as a cheaper,
more agile application environ-
ment. “But they have shown tremen-
dous reluctance to risk the quality
of service, performance, reliability
and availability they have come to
expect from their legacy environ-
ments,” Vecchio said.

And yet the prevailing ques-
tions concerning moving from the
mainframe remain about Cobol
versus Java or Cisco versus IBM
Websphere, rather than more fun-
damental issues.

“If a company decides to stick
with its current system, then they
have to make an investment in ensur-
ing they will still have the required
skill sets (eg Cobol) in place within
the next 10 years,” said Vecchio.
=> continued on p32
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“They must also realise that
IBM’s modernisation strategy for
mainframes lies essentially in Java,
and must be able to put a cost on
maintaining legacy systems.”

Vecchio added that organisa-
tions leaving the mainframe behind
in favour of alternative platforms
should consider that they could be
moving to a potentially lower qual-
ity of service, with a more complex
infrastructure and a more lax design
discipline to software applications,
and that there would be no one sup-
plier driving towards a consistent
architecture.

“The quality of service of the
mainframe represents the epitome
of reliability, availability and serv-
iceability. Platform migrations
require significant effort to come
close to this quality on different
hardware platforms.”

Vecchio said that one of the great-
est risks for these systems is not
with the applications themselves,
but rather with the growing short-
age of IT professionals with the
skills to continue to develop, main-
tain and operate the applications.

Modernisation is not just an ap-
plication issue. Modernisation also

THE COBOL SKILLS SHORTAGE

“The ageing of staff with skills to
support current legacy platforms is
causing a slowly decreasing resource
pool,” said Dale Vecchio, research vice-
president at Gartner.

“Businesses cannot solely depend
on higher-education institutions to
refresh the skill base - companies
have to make some effort themselves,
such as offering training courses with
guaranteed jobs at the end for college
leavers

Murphy: “Migrationis
savingIT organisations
money, time and the effort
oftryingtolocate and
hire competently skilled
resourcesinwaning
legacy technology”

According to Forrester Research,
the last large group of Cobol trained
students graduated in the early 1990s.
Between 2020 and 2030, Forrester
predicts there will be a crush of this
generation of graduates retiring.

Phil Murphy, principal analyst at
Forrester Research, said there was an
incentive for businesses to address the
shortage of skills themselves. “Ripping
and replacing systems because you
do not have the necessary skills to

has implications on the underlying
IT infrastructure that serves as the
platform for delivering the applica-
tions.

Replicating the quality of service
of established systems on new and
dissimilar platforms requires strong
focus and attention.

“Migration is saving IT organi-
sations money, time and the effort
of trying to locate and hire compe-
tently skilled resources in . vaning
legacy technology. But do not throw
the baby out with the bath water,”
said Murphy.

Firms, including large insurance
companies, have tried and failed

support them have led to some of the
most prominent cases of failure inIT,”
he warned.

Instead, businesses should
start developing a Cobol-based
curriculum to train new employees
using existing employees as mentors,
and team with local colleges and
universities to tailor courses.
Outsourcing is also an option, but
only solves the problem in the short
term and can be expensive.

to migrate finely-tuned, high-per-
forming applications. Clearly, these
applications can only continue to
deliver value under new environ-
ments if they maintain the quality of
service provided by the mainframe.
“Do the homework and determine
the true resource requirements of
supporting applications on or off
the mainframe - do not assume that
because someone else saved money
moving off the mainframe, that you
will too,” said Murphy.
IBM’s Viper attacks mainframe market
= www.computerweekly.com/22222|
EMC protects mainframe environments
=> www.computerweekly.com/221763
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