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Europe waits for data assurances as  
cloud writes the future of technology

There can be little doubt public cloud will prove a dominant feature in the future of IT. 
The logic of economies of scale suggests it is less costly for a relatively small number of providers to buy computing and storage 

at advantageous rates, and to sell that capacity to a large number of customers.
This relies on good connectivity between the cloud and the user.
But the road to that scenario is full of twists and turns.
Currently, the wide area network (WAN) is hamstrung by bandwidth and, 

more importantly, latency restrictions that mean the cloud is not up to support-
ing primary production operations for most workloads.

So, for now much use of the cloud is restricted and hybrid setups make use 
of local compute and storage to sidestep the performance limitations imposed 
by the network. 

But perhaps the biggest issue is data security. Not in a vague sense, but in the 
quite specific requirement that businesses must know what country their data 
resides in.

For that reason the cloud and its progress are different in Europe compared 
with the US, and we look at how that’s panning out in our cover story this month.

Also in this issue we analyse storage trends in Spain as well as object storage 
which is a rising star in data storage.

In European IT services we unpick how Airbus completed the move from a 
supplier of 12 years to a new partner. n

Antony Adshead, storage editor
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Privacy worries hamper take-up  
of cloud storage across the continent
The cloud storage narrative has been heavily US-biased, with take-up of cloud in Europe modified by  
concerns over privacy and organisations’ responses to Safe Harbour’s nullification. Bryan Betts reports

Cloud storage is hot, so we are told. It will rejuvenate your 
company, offload all that troublesome and expensive  
on-premise hardware, and help you prepare your staff and 

applications for Generation Mobile.
But when we look at European organisations, we see a some-

what different – and, dare one say it, more realistic and nuanced 
– response to the preachings of the technology evangelists.

First off – and this is not just a European issue – cloud storage is 
not a monolithic concept. There are many ways to the cloud, as a 
technology Zen master might say, and we will discuss this shortly.

Also problematic for many Europeans is the fact that the ver-
sion of the cloud story we hear most often comes from the US, as 
technology stories often do.

It is a narrative rooted in US concepts of what is and what is 
not important for individuals and corporations, and it comes 
from mainly US-headquartered organisations with self-serving 
approaches to privacy – in other words, it’s OK for them, but not 
for us.

There are several routes to make use of cloud storage – by 
which we mean remotely hosted, shared and managed storage, 
normally sold on a subscription basis with usage-based pricing.

An initial choice is whether you want pure cloud storage, with 
everything held remotely, or a hybrid version where some data is 
stored locally. These then subdivide, based on what kind of data 
you want to store in the cloud and whether you will use it for all 
applications or only for specific tasks – the most obvious being 
backup and archiving.

The choices
Pure cloud: In this model, the cloud is your primary data store. 
Advantages include access from any platform anywhere, 
although of course access is constrained by the speed and 
latency of your internet connection.
Public vs private vs hybrid: Public cloud storage is based on 
shared infrastructure at a service provider, although of course 
with considerable provision for security and data isolation 

CLOUD COMPUTING
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between customers. Private cloud storage runs on dedicated 
infrastructure, either in the datacentre or at a hosting site.

Although this loses some economy-of-scale benefits, it still 
provides other benefits, such as elasticity and service-based 
operations. It also addresses some of the remaining security con-
cerns. Hybrid combines the two, using whichever best meets the 
requirements of an application or dataset.
Hybrid for performance: The cloud holds the master copy, but 
some data may be synchronised to local storage or cached by a 
local cloud gateway-type device for faster access. Local cach-
ing can make access to it from other locations a more complex 
issue. This is the model most personal cloud services follow, so 
think in terms of how your Dropbox or OneDrive folder is repli-
cated on your desktop.
Hybrid for privacy/security: Certain data is stored only locally 
and not in the cloud. This could be to ensure ownership and con-
trol for regulatory compliance, for example, or to allay (justified 
or unjustified) doubts over cloud security.

Cloud backup/archiving: These models leverage some of the 
cloud’s specific advantages, such as its ability to provide deep 
and highly extensible storage capacity. Also, cloud backup is 
well suited to remote offices and roaming users, and the fact 
that cloud storage is typically object-based means it can be a 
good option for unstructured data, such as archives.

The cloudy fuTure
Market research company IDC forecasts that in Western Europe, 
public and private cloud storage will grow from 29% of the total 
storage market in 2014 to almost 60% by 2019. Most will be off-
premise (public and private) storage, rather than on-premise.

Carla Arend, programme director for IDC’s European storage 
and cloud research, says the key factor here is that IT expenditure 
follows app development. “We have seen a tenfold increase in 
apps in three years,” she says, adding that “85% of new enterprise 

CLOUD COMPUTING

“we have seen a tenfold 
increase in apps in three years, 

and 85% of new enterprise apps 
are developed for the cloud”

Carla arend, IdC
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applications are developed for the 
cloud, while legacy applications are 
gradually migrating to cloud-hosted 
virtual machines and/or containers”.

Arend also points to trends such 
as the internet of things, which is 
largely cloud-based and will drive 
more demand for cloud storage.

So why do European individuals and organisations seem more 
wary of cloud storage than their US peers? For many, the answer 
lies in differing attitudes to personal and data privacy, a difference 
that has been brought into sharp focus by the Snowden leaks and 
the European Court of Justice ruling in 2015 that Safe Harbour is 
incompatible with the European Data Protection Directive.

safe harbour
Agreed between the US and the EU, Safe Harbour had for 15 
years allowed US companies to move data outside the EU in 
contravention of the directive, as long as they self-certified 
adherence to seven data protection principles.

Penny Jones, senior analyst for European services at 451 
Research, says that although European companies are keen to 
adopt the cloud, they are doing so under specific regulations and 
requirements. The clearest example is in Germany, where public 
awareness of surveillance and its evils is very much alive, thanks 
to a 20th century history that includes the Gestapo and the Stasi.

“Companies in Germany are moving towards the cloud to all 
intents and purposes, but they have strict requirements that 

data must be stored in the coun-
try,” says Jones. “This was one 
of the drivers for the Deutsche 
Telekom/Microsoft arrangement 
announced last year.”

This arrangement will see 
Deutsche Telekom’s T-Systems 
unit become the data trustee for 

Microsoft’s German cloud customers. It is hard not to see a con-
nection between this and Microsoft’s fight to prevent the US 
authorities spying on customer emails held in its Irish datacentre 
without first going through Irish legalities.

supporT services
“Concern is not just over storage,” says Jones. “It is about the 
support processes used for cloud. For example, does your data 
need to travel out of country, despite being stored in-country, 
for 24x7 support services delivered from the US or India, say?

“I think it has been of less concern – but is still of concern – in 
markets such as the UK, which are more mature in their approach 
to cloud and more familiar with doing international business.”

Fortunately for European businesses, there are several potential 
routes around the roadblock. In particular, more service providers 
are opening European datacentres – Jones gives file-sharing ser-
vice Box as an example – and, of course, it has provided a boost 
to local service providers that can guarantee not only in-region 
storage, but also that they cannot readily be threatened by gov-
ernment authorities abroad. n

“concern is not just over 
storage. it is aBout the support 

processes used for cloud”
Penny Jones, 451 researCh

CLOUD COMPUTING
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Hybrid flash reigns in Spain – for now
Flash memory is making its mark on Spanish enterprises, with hybrid flash storage – merging SSD  
and traditional spinning disk technologies – currently holding the upper hand, reports Steve Evans

For a long time, flash storage has had its niche in mobile 
devices: USB sticks, smartphones, laptops, MP3 players, 
portable hard drives, cameras, and so on. But in recent 

years, it has increasingly become a must-have addition to storage 
assets in the datacentre. 

Flash memory was designed by Dr Fujio Masuoka at Toshiba in 
the early 1980s. It was released in 1984 and quickly gained trac-
tion in the market thanks to its improved performance and dura-
bility compared to traditional storage.

Although it is more expensive, and storage capacities per drive 
are lower, for many applications and uses, the benefits of flash far 
outweigh those of traditional storage.

Flash memory comes in several different configurations, and 
each one lends itself to a different task. In Spain, adoption seems 
to mirror that of other regions, with the type of flash deployment 
in use depending very much on each organisation’s business 
requirements.

Many businesses currently opt for hybrid deployments, with a 
combination of flash-based SSDs and traditional spinning hard 
drives. This gives them the best of both worlds – the speed of 
flash and the bigger capacity of traditional storage.

Quicker reTrieval
This set-up also has the benefit of being able to store data on 
the hard drive while caching the most frequently accessed data 
on the flash drive for quicker retrieval.

For businesses that are more concerned with performance 
than capacity, all-flash arrays are the way to go. The higher per- 
gigabyte storage cost is negated by the much lower per-IOPS cost.

The Spanish market for flash storage is now gaining traction, 
according to David Peña Millano, senior systems engineer and 
flash business developer at EMC Spain. It is being driven by three 

STORAGE
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main uses, he said. “Databases need more and more performance 
to be able to accomplish what applications demand,” said Pena. 

“Also, with features such as data deduplication and compres-
sion, customers can get several copies – hundreds even – of their 
databases without consuming any additional space, but keeping 
the same performance.”

virTualised environmenTs
Spanish companies also use flash to improve performance in 
virtualised environments, said Pena. “Virtual environments are a 
great opportunity for flash as most of the data is identical – clones 
of virtual machines, the same OS, and so on,” he added. 

“And again, because of compression and deduplication 
in the array, we can reduce the space needed to host these 

environments, reducing power consumption, cooling and foot-
print in the datacentre.

“I know customers that have reduced from four racks to one for 
the same capacity, with 75% more performance.”

VDI is another driver for flash adoption in Spain. Pena points out 
that having infrastructure that can cope with as many as 20,000 
users connected at the same time means a sub-millisecond 
response time is crucial. That is where flash shines, he said.

The sheer speed of flash memory was what convinced Spanish 
gaming company Codere to make the switch.

The firm operates across Europe and Latin America, running 
gaming halls, sports betting shops, online gaming websites and 
managing two racetracks. The company runs 51,644 gaming 
machines, 178 gaming halls and 1,778 betting locations.
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Madrid-based Codere had one 
main problem to solve: the speed 
of its sports betting application. 
Miguel Ángel Prieto, the firm’s prod-
uct technology co-ordinator, said 
that although the system it used 
previously gave processing speeds 
that were “good enough”, it strug-
gled with very heavy loads.

“Codere Apuestas’ volume of 
bets per minute is very high and we needed a system that would 
respond to this situation,” he said.

The company decided on NetApp’s EF550 all-flash array, which 
is targeted at workloads such as the high-performance databases 
run by Codere. The EF550 can handle a sustained I/O rate of 
500,000 IOPS and provides 12Gbps of throughput with sub-mil-
lisecond latency.

“We don’t need large storage elements; we need granularity in 
the storage with growth capacity if needed,” said Prieto. “Using a 
flash storage array gives us that speed, which is essential to pro-
viding good service to our customers.”

all-flash array
Introducing an all-flash array has solved the speed issue for 
Codere and has also brought a financial benefit. “With the old 
system, we had an average of 4.5 seconds per bet,” said Prieto. 
“By implementing a flash system, it went to two seconds per bet. 
We went from taking an average of 14 bets per minute to 30 per 

minute. This has a direct impact on 
our income.”

Flash storage also helps Codere 
embrace new ways of betting. After 
being largely an in-person betting 
company, it needed the infrastruc-
ture to cope with online and mobile 
betting, mainly through its new 
mobile app.

“The new storage system was 
ready to support the increased load transaction and now we 
are online with several products, the storage system has not 
decreased performance,” said Prieto.

opTimising resources
At the heart of flash storage usage in the Spanish market is the 
age-old business challenge of solving performance issues and 
optimising resources without breaking the budget. As the per-
gigabyte price of flash falls, businesses that need speed and per-
formance will continue to be attracted to flash.

As more and more businesses in Spain adopt virtualisation 
technologies and cloud computing, mainly because of lower costs 
and better performance, flash will continue to grow because it is 
in those environments that it really shines.

Experts, including EMC’s Pena, think the predominance of 
hybrid flash adoption in Spain will be relatively short-lived – until 
there is a tipping point where the price per gigabyte of flash con-
vinces businesses to go all-flash. n

“using a flash storage array 
gives us that speed, which is 
essential to providing good 
service to our customers”

MIguel Ángel PrIeto, Codere
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How Airbus Operations tackled business 
challenges of switching IT supplier
Aircraft manufacturer tells Caroline Donnelly what it learned from switching provider after 12 years with HP

Airbus Operations has shed some light on the business 
challenges of calling time on a long-standing IT contract, 
after moving away from an outsourcing deal with HP.

Speaking at the Gartner Datacentre, Infrastructure and 
Operations Management Summit in central London, the aircraft 
manufacturer’s head of hosting services, Peter Radig, said the 
decision to wind down its 12-year contract with HP was made two 
weeks after he joined the firm in 2012.

“The contract with HP was 12 years old and was renewed three 
times, with exclusive negotiations that led to a very difficult 
contractual situation, as well as a weak operational situation, 

because as that grew, we never changed the definition of the 
statement of work,” he said.

This also led to some accountability grey areas, as situations 
arose where neither HP nor internal staff at Airbus knew who 
should intervene when problems occurred. “We had a situation 
where HP would say this is done internally, and someone else 
would say it was done by HP. It was very uncomfortable,” he said.

reduce operaTional complexiTy
To resolve this, the company decided a fresh start was needed 
and issued a request for proposals (RFP), the overarching aim 
of which was to reduce some of the operational complexity that 
had developed in the Airbus IT estate over the years.

At the time, Airbus was operating 12,500 servers, all of which 
would need to be migrated over to a new provider, as well as 2,900 
databases and about 670 applications. All of this IT contributes 
towards the creation of its aircraft, which can – in the case of the 
A320 – take up to nine years to build using more than 2.5 million 
parts procured from about 16,000 suppliers, said Radig.

CASE STUDY

“we wanted to send a strong 
signal to the market that we 

were serious this time”
Peter radIg, aIrbus oPeratIons
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To steer the company through the RFP and tendering process, 
it enlisted the help of a third-party sourcing adviser, ISG. 

“We wanted to send a strong signal to the market that we were 
serious this time,” said Radig. “We didn’t have the best reputa-
tion in the market [when it came to procurement] because we 
would always ask for an RFP and then get people to work to that, 
and then enter into exclusive negotiations with HP.” 

Having ISG there meant prospective suppliers also had an inde-
pendent party they could quiz and seek assurances from about 
the sincerity of Airbus’s intentions, he said.

“We also wanted to include benchmarks in the contract, but 
had no idea how to put those in, and – finally – the time schedule 
we were working to didn’t allow for an in-house way of working,” 
Radig added. 

CASE STUDY
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Airbus eventually appointed Atos as HP’s successor in July 
2014, and migration of its systems from the latter to the former 
was officially completed in June this year – but, Radig admitted, it 
is still something of a work in progress.

For the record, HP still has a presence within the airframer’s 
IT infrastructure, as its technology is still used to underpin the 
company’s HPC and SAP activities. “What we’ve learned now is 
that the transition phase is not the end of the transition,” he said. 
“Officially, the transition phase ended in June, but we’re actually 
still working on making it work.” 

Words of Wisdom
For enterprises that are considering embarking on a similar move, 
Radig said there are a number of steps the IT team should take to 
ease things along. For example, his advice is to start documenting 
some key performance indicators (KPIs) for the incumbent pro-
vider at least a year before the migration starts.

“Your internal customers will not believe the service is as good 
or as bad as it used to be before, but you can show that in KPIs, 
and that can be very helpful,” he said. “Otherwise, everything is 
based on gut feeling, and [KPIs make it easier when] you need to 
make your decisions on priorities.”

Radig also warned about the potential for a “brain drain” in 
projects like this because, at the first sign of change, it is not 
uncommon for the IT people involved to start looking else-
where for work. 

“As soon as you start announcing the contract is being changed, 
the best guys will leave first,” he said. “You also don’t want to be 

in a position where the incumbent knows they are going to lose 
the contract when the first good guys are starting to go.”

It is also important to ensure a thorough audit of the IT estate 
is undertaken before it is decommissioned and handed over, he 
warned, to ensure there are no nasty surprises later.

“One of the biggest challenges we had was that we started  
our decommissioning projects after we defined the numbers 
and sizing of the contract,” he said. “My team did better than 
expected and we ended up with fewer servers, which didn’t 
make Atos happy.”

This was easily rectified, he added, as the Atos contract allowed 
for some degree of fluctuation. Without a clause like that in place, 
the company might have had to renegotiate the entire contract, 
which is why this type of due diligence is essential.

“My key message is that a change like this is doable,” said 
Radig. “You need to have an excellent team and top manage-
ment attention, but it is doable.” n

“my team did Better than 
expected and we ended up with 

fewer servers, which didn’t  
make atos happy”

Peter radIg, aIrbus oPeratIons

CASE STUDY

❯ Irish telco Eir shares details of its datacentre consolidation project

http://www.computerweekly.com/resources/European-IT
http://www.computerweekly.com/news/4500256776/Atos-co-ordinates-IT-suppliers-for-Metropolitan-Police
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/tutorial/Ten-key-performance-indicator-KPI-templates-for-your-dashboards
http://www.computerweekly.com/opinion/Security-Think-Tank-Internal-audit-an-essential-component-of-data-security
http://www.computerweekly.com/news/4500257295/Case-study-Eir-embarks-on-datacentre-consolidation-to-support-quad-play-telco-growth
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Software skills shortage causes concern  
in Germany and the Netherlands
German and Dutch firms are struggling to recruit software developers as they digitise. Rian van Heur reports

Ashortage of IT professionals in Germany and the 
Netherlands is worrying enterprises, industry associa-
tions and government institutions in the two countries.

Germany has more than 43,000 vacancies for IT specialists, 
while there are 15,000 listed IT job openings in the Netherlands.

“Every unfilled vacancy means a loss of value creation and inno-
vation in Germany,” said Thorsten Dirks, president of German 
digital association Bitkom.

Research from Bitkom shows that almost 60% of the German 
companies surveyed are short of IT specialists, and demand is 
strongest for software developers.

Almost 64% of the IT companies surveyed have vacancies 
for software developers, and 27% of end-user firms are seeking 
similarly-skilled staff. Firms particularly need expertise in cloud 
computing (48%), big data (45%) and app programming (33%). 
Software language skills in demand are .NET, Java and PHP.

Compared with two years ago, three times as many end-user 
companies in Germany need staff with software development 
skills. “Companies in traditional sectors are becoming digital 

companies,” said Dirks. “They no longer only buy IT solutions to 
digitise certain business processes. Because these companies’ 
business models are changing, digitisation reaches the produc-
tion [process] and even the product itself.”

There is a similar trend in the Netherlands, where the top five 
job titles posted on job search site Indeed are in IT development. 
“We are seeing high demand for software developers at small and 
medium businesses,” said Ivo Poulissen, policy adviser, education 
and labour market, at Dutch industry association Nederland ICT.

neW business model
“The whole economy is becoming more and more digital, which 
means technology is becoming an integral part of companies’ 
business models. Businesses are becoming software compa-
nies,” he said.

Poulissen gives the example of the Netherlands’ BinckBank, an 
online broker that offers its customers access to all major finan-
cial markets worldwide. “Its product is totally based on software,” 
he said. “Technology is at the heart of the company.”

IT RECRUITMENT

http://www.computerweekly.com/resources/European-IT
https://www.bitkom.org/Metanavigation/Kontakt/Personenprofil_1026.html
https://www.bitkom.org/EN/index-EN.html
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ivopoulissen


cw europe Febraury 2016 13

Home

Editorial

Privacy worries hamper 
take-up of cloud storage 
across the continent

Hybrid flash reigns  
in Spain – for now

How Airbus tackled the 
business challenges of 
switching IT supplier

Software skills gap 
causes concern in 
Germany and the 
Netherlands

Object storage: 
Cloud versus in-house

Step up to the  
omni-channel customer 
experience challenge

Research firm Forrester expects soft-
ware spending in the Netherlands to 
grow 4%, with the financial services 
industry driving investment. Over half 
the Netherlands’ national income is 
from the services sector, particularly 
financial services.

“The Dutch have not stopped financial 
innovation since they invented the stock 
market,” said Forrester analyst Andrew 
Bartels. “For example, Dutch financial services company ING is to 
invest €200m to expand its digital banking platform.”

In Germany, tech spending is forecast to grow by 5%. This rise 
is fuelled by ‘Industry 4.0’, which refers to technologies and pro-
cesses related to the internet of things, analytics and cloud tech-
nologies, applied in a smart manufacturing context.

As in other European countries, Germany’s business technology 
agenda is driving growth in software and tech consulting. Industry 
4.0 has emerged from the country’s legacy of heavy manufactur-
ing, and it is attracting attention from businesses of all sizes.

drive invesTmenT
Although current projects are small, Forrester expects more 
firms to drive investment. For example, the German government 
is spending $500m on Industry 4.0 technology.

Despite strong demand for IT professionals, there is a discrep-
ancy between the skills and experience employers are seeking 
and what job-hunters’ CVs have to offer. In Germany, 6% of the 

job postings are tech- or IT-related, but 
only 1.8% of searches are for tech or IT 
roles, says Indeed. Of all EU countries, 
the gap between employer demand 
and jobseeker interest has widened the 
most in Germany.

By contrast, the gap between employer 
demand and jobseeker interest has nar-
rowed the most in the Netherlands. But 
the gap between supply and demand is 

a big problem. Some 4% of Dutch job postings on Indeed are for 
tech or IT, while only 1.6% of searches are for such positions.

Demand for software developers in the Netherlands will rise 
as companies spend more on software. “Software is eating the 
world,” said Poulissen. “But it’s hard to say what skills will be asked 
for in the next couple of years. Innovations create new demand.”

To fill the skills gap, bigger organisations are outsourcing their 
software development, while smaller ones are keeping software 
development in-house and are training professionals who are 
new to software development, said Poulissen.

Nederland ICT is working with schools and government to boost 
interest in IT careers. “Companies can provide guest lessons at 
schools,” said Poulissen, “and schools’ IT studies and companies 
are working together to make sure the right skills are taught.”

In Germany, Bitkom is considering training foreign refugees to 
help fill the skills gap. “Many refugees are young, well-trained and 
motivated,” said Dirks. “They want to be here, work and use their 
new chance actively. We should use this opportunity too.” n

IT RECRUITMENT

“software is eating the 
world, But it’s hard to say 

what skills will Be asked for 
in the next couple of years”

Ivo PoulIssen, nederland ICt

http://www.computerweekly.com/resources/European-IT
https://www.forrester.com/Andrew-Bartels
https://www.forrester.com/Andrew-Bartels
http://searchsoftwarequality.techtarget.com/news/4500255667/Software-developer-skills-for-the-futures-dream-programmer
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Object storage has attracted a lot of attention in recent 
years, becoming the foundation data storage layer for 
much of the cloud and for many of the very popular 
services that have evolved there, from Facebook to 

Dropbox – and pretty much everything in between.
However, it has also introduced – unnecessarily and danger-

ously, some would argue – an extra layer of complexity into stor-
age planning. Its formal definition – that it is a storage architec-
ture which manages data as objects, rather than managing it as 
either files or blocks – has left many people confused and wary.

In many ways, it could have been more productive and less 
confusing all round had the IT industry called the concept an 
“enhanced file system”, or something along those lines. After all, 
what is an object but a song, a photo or perhaps a database? And 
weren’t those merely files before, so why all the extra complexity?

The answer lies in the object metadata – the additional infor-
mation that tells you useful things about the data. So while there 
is usually a one-to-one mapping between objects and files with 
each object also a file, that isn’t always true. More importantly, 
an object is not just a file – it can be much much more than that.

It is this extra metadata that allows us to apply rules from the 
physical world to data in the digital world. For instance, to know 
how to store and move data appropriately – to replicate it, say, 
or to archive it to cheaper storage tiers – we need to store it by 
content and context, rather than simply by file name. The object 
store appends the metadata tags that makes that easier to do, 
and adds a unique identifier to each object, eliminating duplica-
tion and allowing much greater scalability.

Object stOrage: 
clOud versus in-hOuse

It is the rising star of data storage, especially for cloud and web use – 
but what are the pros and cons of putting object storage in the cloud 

and building the facility on the premises? Bryan Betts reports
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This scalability is one of object storage’s key 
attractions, along with how it abstracts the file 
and block layers underneath, removing much of 
the administration overhead. Another is the way 
it stores data – increasingly, unstructured data – in 
flexibly sized containers, not as blocks of a fixed 
size, and separately from the metadata, allowing 
the latter to be searched faster.

Object storage’s abstraction makes it easier to geographically 
distribute or replicate data, and provides better data protection 
by replacing Raid with a more advanced scheme, called forward 
error correction or erasure coding.

There are challenges, of course, not least in that many applica-
tions were designed only to address block- or file-based storage. 
Several companies have developed storage gateways to bridge 
the gap. These present file or block interfaces to local applica-
tions, but store their data in the cloud. Amazon and Microsoft, 
for example, offer LAN-based gateways that provide a local iSCSI 
interface to a remote object store. But newer applications – espe-
cially those built to run at hyperscale – are typically designed to 
use object storage from the outset.

Build or Buy?
The popularity of object storage with cloud services means one 
of the easiest ways to implement it is to do so in the cloud. All the 
major cloud storage providers offer object storage application 
programming interfaces (APIs), the best-known being Amazon 
Web Services S3 – but there are others, all subtly different.

But it is just as feasible to build your own object 
store – either in-house or in a colocation facility – 
and there is a wide range of products and services 
to provide APIs. Some storage suppliers offer appli-
ances that provide object-based access alongside 
block and file, but most options are software-based 
storage designed to run atop commodity storage 
hardware. These include notable open-source soft-

ware projects such as Ceph, Lustre and OpenStack Swift.
There are arguments for and against each approach, depending 

on your needs and circumstances, your applications and work-
loads – and of course your users and your technical skills.

One thing to be aware of when planning for object storage is 
that the cloud and traditional storage management take rather 
different approaches to defining service levels and service level 
agreements (SLAs). For storage, it has mainly been about access 
time and throughput but, from the cloud perspective, what mat-
ters more is response time, accessibility and ease of use. A sim-
ple example of the latter might be a dating website that stores 
thumbnail photos on fast solid-state storage, and with high-res 
olution images on cheaper, slower 7,200rpm disk.

Keeping it in-House
Security will be the big driver for many. In Europe, data privacy 
regulations are more stringent than in the US. And with the Safe 
Harbour provisions now ruled inadequate, many want to keep 
their objects in-house. Another option is a national or EU-based 
cloud storage provider, of which there are several.

OBJECT STORAGE

❯OpenStack and its Swift and 
Cinder object and block storage 
lead the way – but they are not 

the only options for building 
open-source cloud platforms. 
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http://www.computerweekly.com/feature/Big-players-target-object-storage-at-cloud-and-archive
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http://searchstorage.techtarget.com/definition/iSCSI
http://searchaws.techtarget.com/definition/Amazon-Simple-Storage-Service-Amazon-S3
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http://www.computerweekly.com/news/4500250703/OpenStack-Swift-101-The-object-store-for-applications-in-OpenStack
http://searchitchannel.techtarget.com/definition/service-level-agreement
http://searchsecurity.techtarget.com/news/4500255226/Safe-Harbor-agreement-invalid-Privacy-win-or-enterprise-woe
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IT needs a good understanding of the workflow to implement a 
private object storage cloud. That means understanding the char-
acteristics of the storage underneath and the needs of the users 
– most notably, how quickly they need to access objects.

Applications with very fast access time requirements – such as 
video editing or transaction processing – are not well suited to the 
cloud. The same is true for those that shift large amounts of data. 
If you want to move terabytes a day, you must keep it in-house or 
pay a lot for a dedicated line to your provider.

The cloud was once seen as the 
go-to place for bulk storage, but 
now you can fit a petabyte in a single 
rack, so building a high-capacity pri-
vate object store in-house is much 
more feasible than it once was.

Another consideration is whether 
you can use heterogeneous physi-
cal storage. Some object storage 
software supports this, allowing you 
to grow at any rate, but other prod-
ucts (and the cloud) will limit you to 
whatever the supplier offers you.

going to tHe cloud
A big part of why people move to 
the cloud is capital expenditure versus operating expenditure. 
To build your own object storage cloud requires investment in 
hardware and capacity planning. Cloud providers do this for you.

Another factor is that some organisations struggle to find data-
centre space and power. The latter can be mitigated by using 
Maid to power-down inactive disks, or other low-power, deep-
storage technologies such as Spectra Logic’s S3-compatible  
Black Pearl tape library controller – but the former can only be 
fixed with more physical space.

Downsides to using the cloud include the difficulty of getting 
your data back, either because you no longer have the capac-
ity to store the data on-site or simply because of the bandwidth 

required. In some cases, such as 
bare-metal restores from cloud 
backup, it is faster to resort to “bik-
ernet” – where your provider puts 
the data on a removable drive and 
gives it to a motorcycle courier.

Conversely, if your organisation 
is going to need cloud processing 
power to conduct big data analysis, 
then it might make sense to have 
the data in the cloud too – even if 
getting it back does prove a pain.

A third option is the hybrid 
approach, where you keep active or 
private data in-house for fast access 
and security, but move inactive data 

to cheaper cloud storage. Some object tools – such as Caringo 
Swarm – will also allow you to burst from private storage to public 
when more capacity is needed. n

OBJECT STORAGE

in some cases, such as  
Bare-metal restores from cloud 

Backup, it is faster to resort 
to “Bikernet” – where your 
provider puts the data on a 

removaBle drive and gives it to  
a motorcycle courier
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There is no doubt about it – according to the pundits, 
the future of the customer experience is well and truly 
“omni-channel”.

But just what is this much-talked-about phenom-
enon? Is it simply a fancy, new, Malcolm Tucker-style name for 
adopting a multi-channel approach – or is it something more?

According to Jeremy Cox, principal analyst for customer engage-
ment at market researcher Ovum, what it is really about is putting 
the customer at the heart of everything you do – facilitating the 
so-called “customer journey” rather than simply doing things in a 
way that is convenient for the business. 

“It’s not just about bolting on additional, siloed channels and 
hoping for the best,” he says. “It’s about joining them up and 
orchestrating them to allow for channel-hopping and to ensure 
customers get what they’re trying to do done in a way that’s con-
venient to them.”

This means that no matter how they interact with the business, 
whether by mobile phone, face-to-face or via your website, every 
experience must be seamless and consistent so people don’t 
have to repeat themselves endlessly or end up being passed from 
pillar to post.

But Pete Trainor, director of human-centred design at Nexus 
CX, thinks there is more to it than that. “It’s about making the 
experience personal to each individual as they shape-shift from 
one channel to the next,” he says. “They’re known everywhere as 
their data follows them around. So it’s about being clever about 
the way that data is collected and reused during each interaction, 
to enhance the customer experience.”

step up tO the  
Omni-channel custOmer 

 experience challenge
The future customer 

experience might  
be personalised, but  

there is a long  
journey ahead yet.  

Cath Everett reports
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CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE MANAGEMENT

Case study: Marston’s brews CRM with sales data

“Even in pubs, customers are becoming more demanding about things like how they’re served or how they pay,” says Mike McMinn, CIO at 
brewer Marston’s. “It’s about trying to facilitate choice and create a seamless and consistent experience, regardless of the customer touchpoint.”

As a result, the company – which is the world’s largest brewer of cask ale and operates a chain of 1,500 pubs – began exploring how to 
stand out from the crowd about a year ago. At that stage, the decision had been taken to replace its ageing electronic point-of-sale (Epos) 
system, which was perceived to be “holding the business back”. The organisation had introduced Microsoft’s cloud-based Dynamics CRM 
software a year earlier and was keen to integrate the two to gain a clearer understanding of its customers’ likes and dislikes. 

“Traditionally in our environment, you don’t really know your customer because it’s typically a cash transaction and so fairly anonymous,” 
says McMinn. But Marston’s already had more idea about its customers than most. It owns its own telecoms business Marston’s Telecoms, 
which provides Wi-Fi network services across its whole estate and sells them to third parties. This means the firm already had access to 
anonymous information, such as how long the average customer stayed and whether they preferred to sit in the bar or the restaurant. 

The next step involved working with cloud-based customer engagement software supplier Thunderhead, which embedded code into 
Marston’s website, pub Wi-Fi and outbound marketing emails. Using this code, Thunderhead technology matched the customer interac-
tions with CRM records from nearly 20,000 registered website customers to understand their preferences better. 

In future, this understanding will be further enhanced when the brewer asks Wi-Fi users to register free of charge at a new portal it is 
rolling out at a number of trial sites. The aim is to be able to target email-based marketing messages and offers more effectively. By early 
2016, McMinn also intends to enhance the amount of information stored in each customer’s CRM record. “It will allow us to target and 
focus our marketing on an individual and personal level, which will be a game-changer,” he says.

The next major phase will involve introducing a cloud-based Epos system from retail specialist PCMS. By means of PCMS’s integration 
hub, which will integrate the Epos software and CRM applications, staff will receive feeds about customer preferences and be able to 
personalise service still more. “The first stage involved listening and learning and passing information to the CRM system,” says McMinn. 
“The next step is to keep the flow going and collect data from the Epos system and, where it relates to customer engagement, feed it into 
the CRM.” The final step will be to collate all that information and feed it into the mobile devices used by staff, he says. 

“It’s a big job,” says McMinn. He recommends taking such projects steadily: “The potential of this kind of technology, when integrated 
in this way, is enormous. But if you get too excited and go too fast, you have a very clear opportunity to stumble. So it’s about being 
patient and learning as you go.”

http://www.computerweekly.com/resources/European-IT
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So, after a consumer puts a shopping list together 
on their mobile phone and walks under a beacon 
in a supermarket, for example, they might receive 
help to navigate through the store to make their 
purchases more quickly, while also having various 
tailored special offers pushed to them. These offers 
would be based on their usual shopping habits, 
garnered from previous interactions with the store.

But as to where the average UK company is in terms of attaining 
this vision, the majority are still “quite some way from achieving 
it”, says Ovum’s Cox.

Front and BacK end
One of the reasons is that, to get it right, the focus must not only 
be on the front of the organisation, but on the back end, too.

For instance, to see the status of an order or pinpoint the exact 
location of a particular product at any time, fulfilment processes 
and applications have to be fully integrated. Customer relation-
ship management (CRM) activities also need to be integrated 
with enterprise resource planning (ERP) and supply chain sys-
tems to provide “visibility into everything”, says Cox.

The problem here is that while in the past “people have prom-
ised the earth”, delivering on it has proved much more tricky, not 
least because of the need for a coherent underlying strategy as 
well as a lot of time, effort and investment.

“Most organisations are still fragmented and have lots of silos 
everywhere, which makes it very difficult,” says Cox. “If it’s left 
to the head of customer service, it’s not going to happen. The 

CEO has to get in there and create an environ-
ment where people work together to make it 
a reality – and that could include changing the 
organisational  structure.”

oMni-cHannel deFined
However, the omni-channel mandate of creating 
a seamless experience for customers, regardless 

of whether they’re online or in-store, is a distant goal for most 
enterprises. This means firms at the forefront of such activity 
tend to operate in fiercely competitive environments, such as 
high-street retail, financial services and the automotive industry, 
where the competitive advantage that such a huge shift would 
bring is more obvious.

But today, most of them are still at the stage of putting foun-
dations in place to try to connect things up. “Doing the basics 
is about getting the organisation to work as a coherent system 
rather than a hotch-potch, and enabling a high degree of collabo-
ration, so that if a customer’s query is complex, it can be answered 
quickly,” says Cox. “But unless companies tackle these basics and 
act as coherent organisations, it doesn’t matter how much tech-
nology they throw at it – it’s simply not going to work.”

Key underpinning technology includes big data systems. Such 
heavy-duty number-crunching activity, combined with predic-
tive analytics software, makes it possible to gain greater insights 
into the behaviour of individual customers and types of cus-
tomer based on their digital footprint, with the aim of personal-
ising their experience.

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE MANAGEMENT

❯Why the omni-channel 
mandate of creating a seamless 

experience for customers 
online and in-store is a distant 

goal for enterprises.

continued on p21
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Case study: Digital transformation at River Island

“Nowadays, customers are really demanding, so our justification in moving to omni-channel is survival,” says Doug Gardiner, CIO of fash-
ion chain River Island. “If we didn’t adopt it and move in line with customer demands, we’d go out of business.”

As a result, Gardiner’s aim is to “provide customers with a clean journey across all touchpoints” by joining up each channel through 
which they interact with the business. It also involves “taking the power of digital and bringing it to the store to empower staff”, he adds.

But making such a shift has meant introducing a huge “digital transformation” programme, which will ultimately lead to big changes to 
the way people work at River Island. The initiative has been going for about a year and is expected to last five years or so, but should start 
bringing about “massive improvements” in the next two years, says Gardiner. The business case for the move was first created by rework-
ing the firm’s website and introducing a click-and-collect service in autumn 2013. This service led to a “huge surge in sales” as it encour-
aged customers to pick up their purchases in-store, which generated lots of upselling and assisted selling opportunities.

“Marketing and e-commerce were getting so much out of our digital channels that it became obvious to everyone that it was the way 
of the future,” says Gardiner. “It was a catalyst to wake up and see the potential, but it still takes work to convince people that it’s about 
more than just hiring a few new people or buying a bit of technology – it’s about changing the organisation quite fundamentally.”

It certainly helped that River Island’s chief executive was “very supportive”. As for the technological change that the transformation 
programme has necessitated, “infrastructure is a big piece of it”, says Gardiner. For example, River Island has so far moved all of its core 
IT infrastructure to HP’s cloud services, with the aim of being able to adapt to change more quickly. The company’s web infrastructure, 
which includes application development, testing and deployment, is also scheduled to follow, but this time to Amazon Web Services.

A new in-store Wi-Fi network has likewise been rolled out to enable staff to take better advantage of their Android-based handhelds, 
which include specially designed, easy-to-use software to help them deal with customer queries more effectively.

Another big change is the way the technology department of about 100 staff is organised. In the past, there was a core IT team with 
a digital team “on the perimeter” plus various partners, but this has now been restructured in line with agile principles to bring them all 
closer to the business. “We’re bringing the front-end development guys closer to the core IT team, and the back-end guys closer to the 
brand and customers by re-educating them on digital,” says Gardiner. “It’s a more agile and connected way of working.”

But Gardiner concludes: “The biggest thing is the organisational change. You have to think about things in a different way and move in a 
more agile fashion. It’s a big challenge.”
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It also becomes feasible to analyse the more generic behaviours 
of those not interested in signing up to loyalty cards or registering 
their mobile phone details to improve their interaction.

Key tecHnology
“We all have computers in our pockets, so organisations know 
who and where we are and what we’re doing, and that conversa-
tion can now be personalised even 
in physical environments,” says 
Nexus CX’s Trainor. “Even five years 
ago, we couldn’t do this – omni-
channel is a recent phenomenon 
that’s come about because we all 
have smartphones in our pockets.”

Other useful technology includes 
social networks to ensure business 
processes are as “frictionless” and 
adaptable as possible, says Cox. 
“When you’re dealing with routine, 
it’s easy to predict activity and put in place standard ways of doing 
things. But when things are unpredictable and complex, you need 
ways to tap into relevant expertise. So enterprise social media 
technology becomes important, as do tools to enable collabora-
tion in near-real time.”

The internet of things, formerly known as machine-to-machine 
technology, is, over time, just as likely to play an increasingly sig-
nificant role in making operations, and the wider supply chain, 
run more smoothly.

Although there are no standards in place today to ensure such 
machines can communicate and pass data securely to and from 
each other, the British Standards Institute is currently working on 
one. Trainor, who is a member of the working group, expects a 
draft to be available by the middle of next year.

But as Andy Jones, director of customer experience at global 
commerce service provider Salmon, points out: “There is lots 

going on, but it tends to be in small 
pockets. So a lot of people are work-
ing on the foundations in prepara-
tion for introducing new channels. 
But at the front end, people are also 
dabbling with things like virtual 
and augmented reality, as well as 
Google Glass, to try it out.”

One of the key challenges here, 
however, relates to the difficulties 
in forecasting which user tech-
nologies are likely to take off, so 

many organisations are reluctant to invest too much until trends 
become clearer.

“You could switch quite a lot of this on tomorrow, but the 
problem is that it might jar with customers who aren’t used to 
it, or the technology isn’t quite there yet and needs to mature,” 
says Trainor. “It’s not that companies are dragging their feet – 
it’s that they’re moving cautiously to ensure things are done 
correctly. If they get it wrong, it could cause irreparable harm to 
their reputation.” n
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“omni-channel is a recent 
phenomenon that’s come aBout 

Because we all have smartphones 
in our pockets”

Pete traInor, nexus Cx
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