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Improved server hosting arrangements for Archie

Rasmus Moustgaard and Jacob Riis (IMS Team), 14 September 2011

Purpose

To recommend that the hosting of the Archie servers be moved from Rigshospitalet to a major international company where (i) the servers and data will be under the full control of the Collaboration, (ii) the Service Level Agreement will be respected, and (iii) the server performance can be scaled to meet current and future requirements.

Urgency

Medium to high. Although there are currently no technical issues with the servers, there is a substantial risk that new problems will be handled unsatisfactorily by the current provider, and since we know that the workload on the servers is increasing
 and will increase further with the rollout of workflows and the CRS, we suggest a move within the next six months.

Access

Open.

Background

Archie is used for storing and managing all Cochrane reviews. If it is slow or unavailable, this severely impacts the daily work of editorial bases and authors as they rely on the system for more and more aspects of review production.

Archie is currently running on servers at Rigshospitalet, the Nordic Cochrane Centre's host institution, in the unit that provides IT solutions to all the hospitals in the region. This arrangement is nominally free for the Collaboration, but due to the problems with communication and support described below, the IMS team is spending a disproportionate amount of time on ensuring reasonable levels of performance and stability.

We made the current arrangement based on the assessment that the Collaboration would receive a reasonable level of service at very low direct cost, but we no longer feel this is the case, due to a number of problems:

· Poor communication  – our point of contact is the hospital's general IT-helpdesk; we do not have direct access to competent technical staff.

· Slow case resolution – our servers appear to be treated as low priority. Recently, a technical problem was allowed to persist for 2½ months – which is a clear breach of the Service Level Agreement terms. 

· No sanctions - we have very limited options for sanctioning unmet promises, and since there is no direct payment, we cannot threaten to take our money elsewhere.

· Limited scalability - upgrading to faster severs may not be possible and would at least be very time consuming. The procurement process for the current servers took almost a year.

With the current hosting arrangement, the Collaboration is exposed to the risk of extended periods of downtime or poor performance. One scenario is a technical problem that takes too long to solve, which has already happened twice in last two years. Also, as the number of users and services continues to increase, users may experience that the system becomes unacceptably slow because the total load on Archie increases faster than we can scale the servers in response. Finally, as a unit in the public sector, our current provider is susceptible to cutbacks or major restructuring, which could impact the resources available for running our servers.    

Proposals and Discussion

We propose that the hosting of the Archie servers is moved to a major international company. This would be in line with how the Collaboration's Web Team has moved all live content to centrally funded servers at Rackspace and retained the local university servers for backup and failover purposes only. 

The solution should include hosting of the application and database servers, a highly dependable backup system, and a solid (and enforceable) Service Level Agreement. The new servers should be scaled to perform better under peak activity (submission deadlines) than the current servers, but we do not have to purchase superfluous capacity now just to be able to meet future needs. By choosing a 'cloud' solution, performance could be dynamically scaled with changing needs – both in the long term as the organisation grows, interaction with the CRS increases, and additional content is added, but possibly also on days with peak activity.

We propose that the Steering Group decides in principle to allocate an annual budget of up to £25,000 to cover the expenses of the server hosting. This figure is based on a quick survey of the major providers' products by the IMS Team. If this proposal is approved, the IMS Team will recommend a provider and design a complete solution, based on which a final budget can be submitted to the OFC for approval. The contract should be directly between the Collaboration and the provider.

Note: the license agreement between the Collaboration and Rigshospitalet does not cover server hosting and will therefore not be affected by the approval of this proposal.

Summary of recommendations

The Collaboration should fund hosting the Archie servers at a major hosting company.
Resource implications

First year cost of up to £25,000, subject to further investigation and approval of the OFC. In following years an increase can be expected to match the overall growth of the Collaboration. Note that with a solution that can be dynamically scaled to the actual need, it is possible to optimize the price-performance ratio at the cost of not having a completely fixed annual budget.

The IMS Team will spend resources for analysis and implementation of the proposal, but having a professional and responsive service provider will in the longer term save time for the IMS Team and the users of Archie. 

Impact statement

If this proposal is approved (i) the risk of severe technical problems slowing down review production will be reduced, (ii) user satisfaction will increase with faster response times, (iii) the IMS Team will save time on server maintenance, and (iv) the Collaboration will gain full control of the servers handling all the review production data.

If this proposal is not approved, the current server arrangement will continue with its risks and limitations. Users will experience longer response times as the load on the system increases.

Decision required

The Steering Group should decide whether to allocate funding for improving the performance and dependability of the servers used for the Collaboration's core work.
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