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I recently wrote about how the network computer, or NC, never took off. These devices, or at least the idea of them, were popularised by Oracle’s Larry Ellison and Sun’s Scott McNealey in the mid 1990s as an alternative to the PC.

The idea was that cut-down computers comprising just a keyboard, screen, a bit of memory and an Internet connection could be manufactured for a fraction of the cost of PCs. They would download their applications from the Internet, and store their data on a server connected to the Internet.

The idea never flew, for a number of reasons. PCs became very cheap very quickly, negating any price advantage the NC had over PCs. And the Internet didn’t have the bandwidth to download the programs and store the data.

The NC may be dead, but it has left a lasting legacy. One of the NC’s key advantages, and one that has made a difference, is their ease of maintenance. This was not trumpeted too much at the time, but it has become an important issue in the growing “thin client” market.
Thin clients are the NCs of today. But they are sufficiently different, and used in a sufficiently different way, to the original NC concept that they should be thought of as a different beast entirely. The arguments against the NC do not apply to thin clients.

So, what is a thin client? In normal parlance, it is a PC-like device that connects to a network and runs its programs from and stores its data on a server. Essentially, it is a PC without any local storage capability. It can run on any network operating system, by most thin clients run Microsoft software.

They look and feel and act just like PCs. They can do virtually anything a PC can do, except applications requiring intensive graphics, such as desktop publishing. For the sorts of applications most users need, like word processing, spreadsheets, Internet and email, and accessing corporate data, they work just the same.
With one significant difference. Because they have no floppy disks and no USB ports and no CD-ROMs, users cannot easily modify the setup. They cannot load their own software. Thin client systems typically come with management software that enables administrators to monitor and alter the profile of any workstation on the system.

This has advantages and disadvantages. The great ability to centrally manage all users’ machines saves enormously on costs. There are lower software licensing costs, lower hardware maintenance and deployment costs, and fewer upgrade overheads. End users can not make the “enhancements” that are the bane of the life of any PC administrator.

The machines are more reliable, because they contain no moving parts. Thin client systems are much more secure against malicious attacks, and they enable the software load to be spread more evenly across the system, which means fewer servers.

These are all tangible advantages, and they translate into real dollars. Ever since Gartner popularised the idea of TCO (total cost of ownership) about ten years ago, people have become much more aware that the initial purchase price of a computer is only part of the story. Maintenance, training, consumables and a host of other costs can equal five times that amount during the life of a computer.
So, with all these advantages, why is the thin client model not more widely used? The simple answer is end user resistance. “PC”, after all, stands for “personal computer”. Once somebody has their own computer, it is very hard to take it away from them. It becomes a little world of its own, an extension of its user’s personal space.

No-one wants to move from a PC to a thin client. It is seen as a demotion, a downgrading of your computing power. But many organisations are moving to thin client technology. The Australian Tax office has been employing the technology for many years, and examples are now springing up all over the place. The imperatives are simply getting far to strong.
Market researcher IDC says that thin client numbers in Australia are up 54 per cent in the last year, compared to PC numbers increasing by just 9 per cent. Worldwide figures from thin client market leader Wyse show a similar increase. On current projections, thin clients could comprise 10 per cent of the world’s workstations within a few years. When that happens, they will be widespread enough not to be regarded as novelties, and mainstream use will accelerate.

Wyse is certainly banking on this happening. It has recently released a range of new software tools that help users manage thin clients, including Alcatraz, a clever system that “locks down” existing PCs and treats them as thin clients. Very handy for organisations with a proliferation of different operating systems and hardware who want to get some uniformity into their existing setup without a massive re-equipment program.
In the last month I’ve had a pretty good look at the thin client market, and I’ve been impressed with what I’ve seen. I must admit my mind was clouded by memories of the late and unlamented NC, but the world has changed. Thin client computing is here to stay.
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