
Taking the Measure of IT

OPINION
Networks should be keeping an eye on power systems.

The opening of  the Microsoft Worldwide Partner Conference in Boston on July 11 was delayed as attendees were 
caught in a traffic jam due to a Big Dig crisis. The crisis was tragic (resulting in one death), as some huge chunks of  
concrete crashed from the ceiling to the roadway in one of  the access tunnels.

Despite spending $14.5 billion on the project, there is apparently no warning system that can detect when abnormal 
stress in the tunnels reaches the breaking point.

Why is it that tech vendors continue to focus on the financial and digital systems of  businesses while missing the 
opportunity to tie in the physical systems (including electrical, heating and cooling) on which companies depend? 
By happenstance, the fallen concrete and Partner Conference delay illustrated how not just Microsoft, but lots of  
vendors, are missing the next big thing in technology.

Microsoft is so busy taking on Google in search, Cisco Systems in unified communications, SAP in integrated ERP 
(enterprise resource planning) and Salesforce.com in hosted CRM (customer relationship management) that the 
company finds itself  looking in the mirror to gauge its progress.

While Microsoft is busy characterizing itself  as a people-ready business, the most important IT developments in-
volve making businesses ready for people to make decisions.

I dont know why the 3-ton concrete tiles fell to the roadway, but Im sure the tunnel inspectors will find those 40-by-
20-foot slabs succumbed to pressures that had been building for years but were undetected.

Both the public and the private infrastructure are largely uninstrumented and not part of  any IT network. The strain 
gauge was invented about 60 years ago, but a simple way of  tying those gauges into IT systems remains elusive.

I had started thinking about a column on the chasm separating technology systems and the basic business sys-
tems—including electrical, heating, cooling and plumbing—following a conversation with Mike Frost, CEO of  Site 
Controls, in Austin, Texas. Frosts company is in the business of  selling energy management and equipment automa-
tion systems for retail chains.

Ill be writing more about this company, but to summarize—through a combination of  open-source software, 
software hosting and simple heating, electricity and air-conditioning controls—the company allows a chain store or 
convenience store owner to measure and manage power consumption over a widely dispersed set of  locations.

Is one store using more air conditioning than another in a similar location? Can you turn down the electricity used 
by the store as the sun comes up? Can you provide a report that shows how, by managing the power consumption, 
you can add financial points to the bottom line? Tying machine-to-machine communication into the overall IT net-
work is much more beneficial to businesses than building a better search engine than your competition.

And getting those heating, cooling and electrical systems into the IT network is where much new business resides. 
According to researchers at MIT, less than 1 percent of  all commercial and industrial companies use advanced tech-
nology to measure and manage energy spend. On the other hand, nearly 100 percent of  companies use advanced 
technology to measure and manage telecommunications spend.



Now consider that, according to the MIT re--searchers, the U.S. spend in electricity is about $270 billion per year 
while the U.S. spend in telecommunications is about $125 billion per year. Does your company know down to the 
fraction of  a minute how your telecommunications bill is derived?

Probably, and you can probably produce pages of  reports showing spending by person, department and project. 
Would you save a whole lot more by knowing at an even more detailed level how the spending is taking place? I 
dont think so.

Can you also break out by building, department, project and individual worker how your electrical bill is derived? Or 
your heating bill? Or your air-conditioning bill? I doubt it, but that is where your next round of  cost savings resides. 
I think the next mantra for the IT community is: Instrument, measure and manage the systems that underpin your 
own company.
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