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A spectre is haunting the computer industry. It is that of utility computing, or grid computing, or fabric computing, or cluster computing, to give it some of its many names. Let us call it by the first of these, utility computing.

Like most things in computing, there is no standard definition of what utility computing is. Like the old joke about pornography, you can’t define it, but you know it when you see it.

The idea of utility computing has been around for some time. The rationale is that most of the services we use every day, like power and water, are utilities. You flick a switch, you get electricity. You turn on a tap, you get water.

The telephone is pretty much a utility nowadays. The Internet is getting there. (Sun even tried to popularise the term “web tone” a few years ago). Indeed, the Internet has done a lot to promote the idea of an “information utility”, where all the information you want is available right there in front of you.

Utility computing takes this a major step further. You switch on your computer, and you have as much or as little computing power as you need. Like other utilities, you pay only for what you use, plus a standing charge for being connected to the system. Computers are all connected together in a grid, so they can all share the load of every application being run across the whole network.
The idea is an attractive one, and it is becoming pervasive. Just about every major computer supplier, with the notable exception of Microsoft, is talking about utility computing, though few of them call it that.

IBM is heavily promoting what it calls “on demand computing”. You’ve probably seen the ads. A couple of months ago the company held a major series of seminars around Australasia promoting the concept.

On demand computing, as IBM is quick to stress, is not a product. You don’t buy on demand computing from your IBM salesman. It is a journey, rather than a destination. Just about every new IBM product and service is moving its users closer to the day when they use just the computing power they need, when they need it.

IBM is reluctant to use the term “utility computing”, because it wants to be the provider. It sees the “utility” idea as being a little impersonal, and suggestive of the idea that users can seamlessly shift from one supplier to another. That, incidentally, is also why we are not hearing much from Microsoft about the subject.

But IBM is talking at length about grid computing, which I wrote about in this column late last year. A computing grid is dozens or hundreds or thousands of computers all linked together and operating as one. Again, the term is pervasive and the technology is starting to happen.

Grid computing was the central theme at Oracle’s massive OracleWorld conference in San Francisco last week. Senior industry figures as diverse as Scott McNealey (Sun), Carly Fiorina (HP), Craig Barrett (Intel) and Michael Dell (from Dell, of course) all expounded at length about it.
Sun has an initiative called N1. HP has something called the Utility Data Center. And Michael Dell plans to populate the planet with low-cost Intel-based servers that will perform any and every computing task imaginable.

There is little doubt that utility computing will be the next big thing. As computers become cheaper, more powerful and more pervasive, and as networks become more flexible and bandwidth more available, and as security issues are gradually addressed, we will see aspects of utility computing begin to emerge.

Next big thing or not, utility computing certainly is the next big hype. As usual reality will follow some time later. The analyst community has jumped on the bandwagon. Forrester Research goes so far as to say that utility computing will be the third wave of the computing revolution (after mainframes and the Internet), and Gartner – as I mentioned recently – is big on what it calls “real-time computing”, which is another variant on the theme.

But others are urging caution, generally by warning users to be wary of vendor hype, even while admitting to the existence of the phenomenon. A recent survey by IDC found users wary of the concept, mainly because they don’t like the idea of giving up control of their information resources. And an outfit in Connecticut called Saugatuck Technology, which has conducted a major study into the subject, says that users do not know what utility computing is.
“Vendors are misjudging the importance to users of several key utility computing motivators,” says Saugatuck’s Paul Fenick. “Vendors believe users want to reduce capital expenditure, but users are much more concerned with operating costs.”

Proponents of utility computing say it addresses both issues. Whatever the case, the battle has hardly begun. All the stuff you are hearing about web services and business process outsourcing and half the other buzzwords of the new millennium are related to the trend.

When we get there, and what it will be called, are uncertain. What is certain is that we are headed in that direction. Welcome, some time soon, to the world of utility computing.
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