
  
        

Research Brief 

IBM BladeCenter Update 

Executive Summary 

Competition is fierce in the blade market ɶ especially between Hewlett-Packard (HP) 

and IBM.  And this competition is about to become even fiercer as HPôs high-end, 

scale -up, Itanium -based servers come under severe pressure from IBMôs newly-

announced POWER  6-based servers (POWER 6 -based servers now offer almost three 

times the performance of HPôs midrange Itanium-based servers ɶ at the same price 

point).  Accordingly, Clabby Analytics  predicts that HP is going to have to rely more 

heavily than ever on its b lade platforms to make up for revenue  that we project HP will 

lose in the scale -up computing market  over time.  

IBM knows HPôs predicament ɶ and is not planning to  relinquish its long -standing, 

number one position in units sold in the blade marketplace.  In  fact, IBM is turning up 

the heat on HP .  In its latest series of blade announcements, IBM has:  

 Added  two new blade chassis to its product line ɶ giving its customers five 

blade platforms from which to choose (HP offers only one basic chassis);  

 Expanded  network fabric choices  and increased networking speeds  (and added 

new open  fabric manage ment capabilities );  

 Introduced new technologies such as virtualization capping for better blade 

resource utilization  and better power management ; and,  

 Previewed  dual solid state disk support  (which can be used to lower the power 

drawn from mechanical disks  and thus reduce blade power consumption) . 

 

These announcements, coupled with IBMôs vast, open Blade.org ecosystem (a large community of 
hardware and software vendors who build products that operate in IBM blade enclosures), serve to 
significantly differentiate IBM blade architecture from those of HP, Dell, and Sun.  

In this Research Brief, Clabby Analytics  (thatôs me) takes a closer look at IBMôs new 

blade annou ncements.  What I find is that IBM is turning up its competitive pressure 

on HP, especially in the areas of network fabrics, virtualization, and blade system 

packaging.   And with IBMôs five blade platforms, broader and faster network fabric 

support, deeper  virtualization capabilities, a richer ecosystem, and several unique 

technologies, HP is going to have a very hard time overtaking IBM in the blade 

marketplace in the foreseeable future .   

What Is IBM Announcing/Previewing? 

In short, IBM is announcing a ne w packaging option for its BladeCenter (known as 

BladeCenter ñEò for ñenergy efficiency ò); several new network switches; expanded 
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virtualization capabilities; support for 8Gb network fabrics  (in 2008 or 2009 ɶ when 

available on the market) ; several new swi tch options, and extended support for its 

chassis through 2010.  

IBM is ñreannouncingò its new HC10 workstation blade  ɶ and the availability of its 

Concurrent KVM capability  (which was announced last year) .   

And , IBM is previewing several new technologies,  including a sneak -peek at a Blade -

Center designed for small and medium offices  (the BladeCenter ñSò); a serial attached 

SCSI (SAS) fabric  (that has the ability to boot up to 56 blades from a single storage 

subsystem ɶ as well as offering 3 Gbps performance throughput  to each blade) ; a n 

Open Fabric Manager; and support for dual solid state disk  (solid state disks offer 4x 

the availability of mechanical drives with RAID 1; 2x the reliability of mechanical 

drives; and use 87% less power and cooling than conve ntional disk drives).  

The key messages that IBM is seeking to deliver  as part of this announcement  are:  

 By virtue of its five platforms with multiple different network fabric choices, IBM 

can offer blade buyers the RIGHT choice , tailored to fit diverse nee ds ranging 

from ruggedized environments, to telecommunications environments, to 

general purpose computing environment, through small and medium offices ;  

 Because IBMôs blade specifications are OPEN, IBM blades provide for great 

flexibility in design as wel l as present ing  greater opportunities for innovation  by 

its blade community ;  

 IBMôs blades are GREEN (energy efficient), and IBM is also focusing on 

greening -up entire datacenters (a very significant differentiator) ; and ,  

 IBM blades are EASY to deploy, integrate and manage.  

What Does Clabby Analytics Think About This Announcement? 

In a nutshell: IBM is, yet again, demonstrating technology and thought leadership ˈ and is significantly 
differentiating its blade offerings from those of competitors such as HP, Dell, and Sun.   

Technological Advantages 

On the technology side, IB M has learned that not one -size - fits -all when it comes to 

blade system design .  Accordingly, it has designed and packaged five  blade platforms 

(so far) to serve specialized markets need s (such as the need for ruggedized blades, or 

very high -speed blades, or the need for maximum density, or the need for easy - to -

deploy blade solutions  for small and midsized computing markets ).  This  packaging 

broadens the appeal of its blade product offerings and enables the company to better 

serve a wide variety of markets than can be served by the  singular blade chassis  

offering s of some of IBMôs competitors. 

Also  from a technical perspective, IBM is applying very significant pressure on its 

competitors when it comes to the breadth of network fabrics that it supports ɶ as well 

as the speed of those networks.  For instance, IBM offers:      

 Full 1Gb to 10Gb Ethernet connectivity to both the chassis a nd each blade (HP , 

for instance,  does not do this);  

 Support for 8GB network fabrics  (in 2008 or 2009) ;  

 Highest chassis throughput with Voltaire InfiniBand Pass -Thru Module;  
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 Qlogic Intelligent Pass - thru Module (NPIV) , and Brocade NPIV enablement ;  

 Concurre nt KVM;  and,  

 A fully mana ged Cisco InfiniBand switch, that includes open  fabric management 

capability . 

In addition, IBM previewed a serial attached SCSI (SAS) fabric  that allows easy 

transition to diskless, stateless servers (note: some blade buyers choose  to keep disk 

on their blades solely for boot  ɶ but with IBMôs newly announced Dual Solid State 

SATA Disks  ɶ another unique blade innovation ɶ blade buyers can move away from 

this practice, reducing costs , energy,  and storage overhead in the process).   IBM  also 

previewed  an open  fabric  manager  (more specifically, IBMôs BladeCenter Open Fabric 

Manager ) ɶ a software program that allows administrators to dramatically simplify the 

initial connection and/or reconnection of fabrics to servers.                 

And, as if its several blade chassis designs and advanced networking capabilities are 

not enough, IBM has added granularity to its virtualization capabilities with power 

capping services (the ability to assign power use thresholds on virtualized blades)  ɶ a 

major advantage when it comes to improving blade utilization as well as controlling 

power usage and heat dissipation . 

 

In short, IBM offers several, different blade designs to serve a myriad of market needs.  The company is 
setting the pace in network speed ˈ as well as in network fabric options.  And the company is bringing 
advanced virtualization capabilities to its blades ˈ clearly differentiating its blade offerings from those of 
its competitors.   

Thought Leadership 

Figure 1 ɶ IBMôs Open BladeCenter Community   
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