by Anthony Wright

GREENING YOUR
IT DEPARTMENT

In its third annual Green IT & Sus-
tainability Survey conducted in 2009,
IDC asked organizations around the
world, in both public and private sec-
tors, to rank the most pressing reasons
for adopting green IT. While cost of
energy took an easy first place (61 per-
cent), growth in IT infrastructure (39
percent) came in second. IDC noted
that, in the US, this second-place rank-
ing was a considerable jump from its
fourth-place position just one year ear-
lier. IDC attributed the jump to the fact
that “IT executives are feeling the pinch
of their IT budgets being squeezed and
understand that the expanding infra-
structure continues to remain under-uti-
lized and therefore using more energy
than necessary.”

Taking a Closer Look at IT

This conflicting squeeze and expan-
sion is being felt in IT departments
across all sectors, with municipal or-
ganizations being no exception. It is a
challenge that, despite the economic
volatility of the past year, is prompt-
ing them to look more closely at their
IT and at how best to control it — and,
where possible, to cut it back.

The City of Nanaimo, BC, for
example, has implemented a virtu-
alization strategy that, in place for
about five years now (Nanaimo is an
early adopter), has resulted in a ratio
of approximately 130 virtual servers

supported by 30 to 40 physical serv-
ers. This considerable streamlining of
hardware, in addition to measures such
as ENERGY STAR compliance and
workstation power-saving (automatic
shutdown when components aren’t in
use), has reduced not only power con-
sumption and cooling requirements, but
also the physical space needed to house
the systems.

This is not to say that Nanaimo’s
Director of IT, Per Kristensen, doesn’t
face the challenge of obtaining the nec-
essary funding to implement these kinds
of strategies. “More tangible assets like
sewers and roads tend to get more atten-
tion than IT,” he says matter-of-factly.
At the same time, the overall increased
pressure on many government organiza-
tions to be more efficient and account-
able has underscored the benefits of
green IT — directly, through energy and
cost reductions, and indirectly as well.
Kristensen explains by way of example:
“Virtualization generates significant
labour savings. It takes four to six hours
to have a physical server installed,
while you can have a new virtual server
up and running in 20 minutes.”

Virtualization has proven itself an
effective tool for consolidating the
creeping armies of hardware in today’s
data centres. A November 2009 report
from IDC Canada stated that it’s now
common for large organizations to
have over 50 percent of their servers
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virtualized. And in fact, as the Nanaimo
example indicates, the number of virtual
versus physical machines can be much
greater.

An average data centre with 250
servers can be reduced quite feasibly to
10 or 20. For example, in eastern Cana-
da, a municipal organization is currently
working to optimize its networks along
with its collaborative communications
server and its directory services to man-
age the identities and relationships in-
side their networks. While they haven’t
yet begun to quantify the benefits
they’ve probably reduced their servers
by a third.

Holistic Approach to Greening

While servers and storage are fo-
cal aspects of most greening efforts, a
thorough greening strategy requires a
holistic approach that looks at the entire
IT environment and all the components
within it. In this way, an organization is
better able to determine its collective IT
requirements — and address them stra-
tegically — rather than tackle them in a
piecemeal manner. Virtualized resourc-
es, for instance, can be shared across
an organization, whereas implementing
improvements on a department-by-de-
partment basis can result in changes that
are positive in one area, yet negatively
impact another.

This kind of sharing of resources
is the principal concept behind cloud
computing — another green technol-
ogy whereby IT components such as
software, services, and security man-
agement are purchased as needed from
an external provider or, in larger orga-
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“ Benefits of the cloud model include lower procurement
costs, more responsive “on demand” service, simpler
deployment and management, and easier access (by
remote workers, for example).

nizations, internally via a centralized
network. Benefits of the cloud model
include lower procurement costs, more
responsive “on demand” service, sim-
pler deployment and management, and
easier access (by remote workers, for
example).

While cloud computing is still rela-
tively untapped, it is being implemented
at the enterprise level and, in five or 10
years, could foreseeably form the foun-
dation for shared municipal networks
— each network potentially supporting
several municipalities.

While green IT is not in and of itself
a mandate of the Federation of Cana-
dian Municipalities (FCM), information
technology plays an important role in

greening and sustainability initiatives
that FCM supports through its Green
Municipal Fund (GMF). Says Barbara
Brook, Applications Manager with the
GMEF: “We’ve funded software-based
greenhouse-gas inventories; technol-
ogy for detecting leaks in water and
sewer mains; studies using intelligent
transportation-system software; and
software-enabled sustainable-communi-
ty planning.”

Collaborative technologies such as
unified communications — integrated
data, voice and video — are also factor-
ing into many green strategies. In Na-
naimo, where 10 municipal buildings
are scattered across 100 square kilo-
metres, the adoption of web and video
conferencing has significantly reduced
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the travel time and consequent transpor-
tation impact of in-person meetings.

Planning Ahead for Growth

A clear trend lies in the fact that mu-
nicipalities are growing. And their tax
bases are growing. In some cases they
have the attributes of small provincial
governments. And with this growth
comes a higher demand for service, in
turn prompting them to seek out more
robust, mission-critical IT. There is a
noticeable desire among municipal IT
directors to plan and innovate in a way
they weren’t doing even five years ago.
In acting on this desire, they’re realizing
that energy and cost savings are pos-
sible if you plan ahead. MW
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