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Sustainable IT projects make your company
look good—but it’s probably the lower
energy bills that will get them approved.

by Sarah Fister Gale // illustration by Otto Steininger

        



FFORGET THE ENVIRONMENT. 
Or at least just put those carbon-

cutting concerns to the side for a
moment. That’s not to say green IT
projects won’t help the planet, but
they’re really about saving money—
sometimes a lot of money. 

“Being green is just one concern of
many in green IT projects,” says Priscila
Duarte, PMP, project manager at Nokia
Siemens Network, São Paulo, Brazil.
“Companies don’t virtualize their
servers just because it’s green. That may
be a point of benefit, but they are pri-
marily looking to reduce costs and
increase efficiency.”

Sustainable technology covers a wide
range. It can be as basic as eliminating
duplicate and out-of-date applications.
Or, it can be as ambitious as investing in
virtualization technology that spreads
the capacity load of applications
among fewer servers linked by software.
Pair either of those with cutting-edge
water- and air-treatment systems and a
company can immediately see a serious
drop in its carbon load and its energy bills.

Like many projects, though, you’ve
got to spend money to save money.
Plugging into sustainability requires an
up-front investment. And sometimes
it’s a significant one. Of course, securing
those funds as budgets are being
slashed can take some doing.

“Given the economy, the US$10 mil-
lion-sized projects to build a new energy-
efficient data center are few and far
between,” says Chris Mines, an analyst 
at Forrester Research, Cambridge,
Massachusetts, USA. “These days, we are
seeing a lot more initiatives focused on
squeezing more out of the technology and
data centers that companies already have.”

Yet even smaller-scale projects, such as
getting rid of multiple copies of the same
software to free up server space and lessen
the power load, come with a price tag. 

“You need to dedicate people to doing
assessments and you have to buy the de-
duplication software,” Mr. Mines explains.  

Adding yet another wrinkle is the
situation that arises when the people

asking for the money aren’t the ones
who pay the energy bills.

“The IT department is typically in
the position to make an investment in
energy efficiency, but the facilities team
pays the energy bills and it’s their budget
that will see the payoff,” Mr. Mines says.

So unless the IT project managers
team up with their counterparts in the
facilities and finance departments,
green IT projects can fail to take root.

IN SEARCH OF A CHAMPION
Ideally, the three groups will come
together under the guidance of an execu-
tive or business owner who has an
overview of all the departments and can
see the long-term benefits of sustainability,
says Raymond Vredenburg, Amsterdam,
Netherlands-based product marketing
director at Global Crossing, a computer
networking services provider.

“They are the ones who can see the
overall impact—if you invest here, you
will see results there,” he says. “These
business owners can champion the
projects and make that possible.”

Launching a green IT project requires
trust and a willingness to cooperate
among the three groups. “You have to
share the costs and the rewards to make
these projects work,” Mr. Vredenburg says. 

Thomas R. Furlani, Ph.D., knew it
was going to take a team effort to
launch a server upgrade project at his
facility, the Center for Computational
Research at the University of Buffalo,
Buffalo, New York, USA.

Dr. Furlani had already received a
US$300,000 grant from the New York
State Energy Research and Development
Authority (NYSERDA) in late 2008 for
the revamp. However, the stipend stipu-
lated he had to receive a 50 percent
match from the university.

Asking for the money was a delicate
process, he jokes, because there’s always
a little distrust between facilities
management and IT. 

“I told them the university could save
US$150,000 a year in power and cooling
costs if I replaced the old servers—
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recouping our investment in the first
year,” Dr. Furlani says. “They came back
and said, ‘That’s true, but only if you
remove the old servers first.’”

His team countered the skepticism
with a promise to get rid of the anti-
quated, power-hungry machines. 

The project calls for replacing 256 of
the center’s existing servers with 128
high-efficiency ones. The shift is expected
to cut energy costs while increasing the
center’s total compute capacity from 13
teraflops (trillion floating-point opera-
tions per second) to 20 teraflops—a
more than 50 percent jump.

Dr. Furlani originally expected to have
the servers installed in mid-2009, but the
project was delayed to wait for the release
of new processors that promised to sig-
nificantly improve performance. 

In the meantime, his team obtained
loaner servers to measure the power
consumption under various levels of use
to help ensure they would meet the
promised savings. The vendors offer
online configuration tools that predict
power-consumption levels, “but we just
wanted to be sure they were accurate.” 

Dr. Furlani and his team installed a
loaner model in the center and measured
its power consumption at various levels of
use. They then compared those rates to the
results forecast by the online tool. 

“This is especially critical because
oftentimes the model you test is not the
model you end up buying due to the rapid
rate at which new products are introduced
into the marketplace,” he explains. “We
found that indeed, the online tools were
accurate, and therefore had great confi-
dence that the final installation will realize
the desired energy savings.”

GREEN SCREEN
To keep the facilities team connected,
Dr. Furlani’s team has made energy-
consumption tracking and reporting an
ongoing process. The center developed a
website that will track in real time how
much energy it’s using and compares
that number to the amount it would
have been using with the old servers.

The display also includes a running tab-
ulation of how much money the univer-
sity is saving from reduced power con-
sumption. And once the servers are
installed, the data will also be showcased
on a flat-screen display at the center.

“We’ve got a great story to tell and we
have the metrics to tell it, so why would
we hide that in a report that not many
people would have access to,” Dr. Furlani
says. “The display, and especially the web-
site, make people more aware that IT can
be an expensive business, and accordingly
we should look for cost savings whenever
possible.”

For many companies feeling the pinch,
all those servers are becoming a big target.
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Securing support for green IT
projects doesn’t end with the
people who control the cash.
When the IT department starts
merging servers, eliminating
applications and co-locating
systems, the people—from
marketing to payroll—who
rely on those technologies to
get their work done tend to
become very nervous. 

When someone’s job depends on the availability and
performance of a certain application, there’s bound to
be some resistance if their dedicated server—with its
dedicated backup—is moved into a shared environ-
ment. Fair or not, the assumption is that they’ll have to
worry about limited access or higher rates of failure,
says Chris Mines of Forrester Research. 

To alleviate concerns—which are usually unfounded—
he suggests making people aware of the true energy
cost of their own technology use. For example, he
recently worked with a CIO who brought the company’s
utility bill onto his own budget and then allocated the
energy costs for powering and cooling the servers to the
application owners.

“Some internal customers saw a 50 percent jump
in their internal billing. All of a sudden, those server
huggers became server shunners and virtualization
was a no-brainer,” Mr. Mines says. “Saving energy
became a great incentive for server virtualization.”

Not every business has the flexibility to assign
electricity costs to department budgets, but simply
sharing the true cost of an application can be an eye-
opener.

“When you have to pay for your own energy it
makes you a lot more mindful of your use,” says Mark
Bramfitt of PG&E.

TIP 
Start with an 

assessment of how
much energy

you really use.
“So many companies go into
this without understanding

how much energy they use or
any idea of what a realistic

reduction goal is,” says Chris
Mines, Forrester Research,
Cambridge, Massachusetts,

USA. “Until you do an 
assessment and look at what

other companies have 
accomplished, it’s difficult 

to decide what order
of magnitude you can 
reasonably achieve.”

>

DEATH TO THE
SERVER HUGGER



Along with handing out rebate checks,
the utility tries to make the financial 
picture clearer and more viable for compa-
nies looking to make their IT more eco-
friendly. That covers everything from
measuring power usage to identifying
areas for improvement.

“Then the IT team can take that
back to their boss to show them the
results,” Mr. Bramfitt says.

PG&E isn’t alone. Many utility
companies are implementing rebates
and incentives for green IT projects
every day, although digging them out
often takes a little research and initia-
tive. And, here, too, taking the team
approach can pay off.

“IT folks are not always as aware of
these programs as the facilities teams
are,” he says. 

That lack of awareness means there
are still countless ways for companies
to reduce their IT energy usage and
extend the life of data centers, says Ms.
Duarte. In Brazil alone, she says, the
server virtualization market will grow
30 percent annually through 2013.
“This is still a new concept in Brazil,
where there are a lot of opportunities
to decrease costs.”

And the payoff is significant. She says
she has worked with companies on virtu-
alization projects that sliced the number
of servers by as much as 50 percent. 

“Server virtualization helps with
workloads,” she explains. “Instead of
using servers based on peak usage, you
can just choose when to use the server for
a specific workload.”

The challenge with getting more
companies to go in this direction is
education. Many IT departments
simply don’t realize the opportunities
they have to cut costs or know where
to begin.

“There is no one-size-fits-all green IT
project,” Ms. Duarte says. “Every
company and every department has
different needs.”

Determining those needs begins with
a review of energy usage in the existing
center and a detailed evaluation of all of

the applications the company or unit uses.
Armed with that information, project
leaders can develop a plan on how all that
equipment can be managed in a way to
optimize efficiencies.

“Every project needs to be evaluated in
terms of customer infrastructure capaci-
ty,” Ms. Duarte says. For example, if
you have a server dedicated to run-
ning payment data, but it only runs one
week out of the month, that’s a huge
inefficiency. 

MAKING TIME FOR GREEN
Even after companies figure out what
needs to be done, busy IT teams may not
be thrilled about adding another task to
their already crowded plates. 

“IT folks are overwhelmed. To add
efficiency projects when they are trying
to implement new IT initiatives is
tough,” says Mr. Bramfitt. “Everyone
feels overwhelmed.”

Virtualization projects need to be con-
ducted in conjunction with every other IT
initiative and they can’t interfere with day-
to-day operations.

Still, making the effort to go virtual
can save the IT team a lot of time and
pain by extending the life of a data center.

“If you are planning to double your
capacity in five years, you need space
and a plan to accommodate that
expansion or you literally won’t be able
to plug anything more in,” Mr.
Bramfitt says. “Virtualization directly
impacts the total cost of ownership
and can extend the life of a data center
by a couple of years. That buys a lot 
of time.”

That alone can be enough incentive,
but there are plenty of other reasons
sustainable IT can be a smart move. 

“The reason companies pursue green
IT initiatives is that they recognize the
environmental benefits, the cost bene-
fits and the performance benefits all go
together,” says Mr. Mines. “Regardless
of which you are trying to achieve, you
get a three-for-one payoff across the
organization with these projects—and
that’s a powerful incentive.” PM
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As part of a recent series of energy effi-
ciency and virtualization projects,
Global Crossing slashed the number of
servers in its primary centers from 350 to
just 14, says Gabriel Del Campo, London,
England-based global product manager
and vice president of data centers Europe,
Middle East and Africa.

“We are very conscious of the fact
that efficiency is closely related to green
technology,” Mr. Del Campo says. “We
know that we can reduce our costs by
going green.”

But he says the dramatic improvement
was not the result of a single project. 

“Every time we build a new data cen-
ter or meet a new efficiency target, we
have metrics in place to benchmark our
results and we use those results to improve
our processes,” Mr. Del Campo says. 

At Global Crossing and many other
companies, the primary gauge for green

IT projects is power usage effectiveness
(PUE). Developed by advocacy group
Green Grid, the PUE is calculated by
dividing the amount of power entering a
data center by the power used to run the
computer infrastructure within it.

“The closer you are to 1.0, the more
efficient you are,” Mr. Del Campo says.
“We look at every service related to
energy use in the data center and try to
reduce our use.”

The team analyzes previous projects,
evaluates new technology and considers
what improvements can be achieved
within an established budget.

“There will always be limitations,” Mr.
Del Campo says. For example, local utili-
ties may not offer green power sources and
existing facilities may have layout or other
infrastructure issues that rule out certain
choices. “Our main challenge is to under-
stand the limitations we are faced with and
find ways to overcome what we can.”

Sometimes it helps if companies find a
partner that can help sort through all the
different shades of green—and maybe
even spot ways to save money.

FREE MONEY
Last year, Pacific Gas and Electric Co.
(PG&E), a utility company in San
Francisco, California, USA, handed out
millions of dollars in incentives and
rebates to support green IT projects. 

Data management company NetApp,
for example, received a US$1.4 million
rebate for a project to boost the energy
efficiency at its engineering data center.
The project included environmentally
friendly, uninterruptible power supply
systems, energy-efficient transformers,
outside air economizers and a variable 
primary chiller plant. All that work will
deliver a PUE of less than 1.3. 

PG&E estimates NetApp will slash its
usage by 11.1 million kilowatt hours each
year. That translates to savings of approxi-
mately US$1.2 million and a reduction of
carbon dioxide emissions by 3,391 tons.

“The payback for these projects is
incredible,” says Mark Bramfitt, principal
program manager at PG&E. 
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Companies outsourcing IT projects are looking for vendors with sustainability
expertise—but they’re more concerned with rising energy costs than the envi-
ronment, according to a Brown-Wilson Group and Black Book Research survey.

Conducted between January and March, the survey of 1,338 outsourcing
buyers showed that half of them consider green criteria during their IT procure-
ment process.

“Green has secured a major role in the IT outsourcing decision-making and
vendor-selection process, and competing suppliers are peddling green creden-
tials,” the study says. 

But the environment isn’t the main factor driving the trend.
Six out of seven corporate officers say the adoption of green technology

is more likely a result of escalating energy costs than ecological altruism. And 
97 percent of the 460 vendors surveyed cite high energy costs as the primary
reason for green IT initiatives.

IT data centers are the focal point—about 83 percent of U.S. and U.K. com-
panies that purchase IT outsourcing functions have established detailed 
strategies for their data centers to be more energy efficient. 

Server virtualization, cloud computing and storage virtualization ranked
among the top green efficiency initiatives that clients recommended their out-
sourcing vendors address.

More than 98 percent of those surveyed said green strategy will become an
important factor in vendor selection over the next two years, particularly in the
United States and Japan.

Not all vendors are created equal when it comes to green, however—82 per-
cent of respondents said outsourcing suppliers are not delivering on promised
sustainability initiatives.

The study revealed sustainability skills of vendors varies widely by region,
outsource destination and industry.

Suppliers in Sweden, the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada and India
were ranked among the most mature in green initiatives. At the opposite end of
the spectrum, Mexico, Russia, China, the Philippines and Brazil came in among
the least responsive.

THE GREEN EDGE


