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So, you’re a manager in the IT department of a medium sized corporation. You’ve just come out of an
executive planning session where you’ve been told that the company needs to relocate its entire IT
operation to a newer, larger facility across town. Your data center is growing at twenty-five percent
annually and you are nearly out of room. The new financial model says that this has to happen in the next
eighteen months, although sooner is better. You’ve also found out that although this move is considered
business-critical, it doesn’t justify suspending any other major IT initiatives, so it is just additional
workload and responsibility for your already over-worked staff. Oh, and one more thing — the entire
project belongs to YOU!

Sounds unlikely? Hardly. It happens all the time. Data centers get moved for a variety of reasons, such as
running out of room, antiquated facilities, or inadequate power. But it usually comes down to a simple
factor — cost control. Even when your data center runs out of room, there is a business analysis between
expanding the current site and finding a larger facility. Considering that cost is always a factor, it isn’t
unusual for someone in management to decide that the entire project should be accomplished with
existing resources and minimal expense.

What will you do? How are you going to move the workload? What will it cost? What is the impact to
your staff? How do you manage the project? How do you do all this and still go home at a reasonable
hour? While you may have some ideas, if you’ve never been involved in a move before, there is some
information that you are probably missing. From a project perspective, it’s like building a house. You have
some knowledge of how it is supposed to be done — foundation, walls, roof, interior, flooring, etc. You
might even know how to do some of the actual work. Still, it is unlikely that you will know how many
nails the whole project will require or how long it takes the foundation to set. These are details that the
building contractor is most familiar with. If you want to make sure that you aren’t taken advantage of, it
doesn’t hurt to do a little research ahead of time — read up on home construction or for data center
relocation you can start with reading this document. While it won’t tell you how to supply adequate power
for your needs, it will at least let you know that you need to check for it. 

Relocation or Consolidation?

What’s the difference?

From a practical standpoint, there is very little difference. The same considerations and processes
apply. The only significant difference is that a consolidation involves moving workload from 
multiple locations to a fewer number of locations. In this document, we use the term 
“relocation” exclusively.
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GETTING STARTED ON THE RIGHT FOOT

You came out of the planning session with a new relocation project. What do you do next? Here are some
suggestions:

DOCUMENT YOUR REASONS FOR RELOCATING

The document will serve as a baseline for future business decisions and make sure that the choices you
make support the original goal. On a large relocation, it is possible to get so wrapped up in the effort that
you forget why you are doing it in the first place. Keep your business focus and revalidate your actions as
you proceed.

ASSIGN A PROJECT MANAGER

Even for a small relocation, there is a need for a full time project manager. The perfect candidate for the
position will have a good overall knowledge of the IT department and operation. If possible, the PM
should not be part of an existing technical support team (Mainframe, Client Server, Network, etc.) because
this can sometimes lead to a bias and over concentration on a single area. The person selected should also
be detail-oriented, and have the ability to lead large groups of people.

DO SOME HIGH LEVEL RESEARCH

Talk to your vendors and peers. Find out who has done a similar relocation recently and talk to them
about what they learned. You will find that most people that have gone through this are more than willing
to share their experiences, both good and bad. This can give you valuable insight into what you will be
facing.

ESTABLISH AND IMPLEMENT A COMMUNICATIONS PLAN

As soon as you know that you are going to relocate your data center, start working on your
communications plan. Generally, your plan needs to document how, when, and what you will disclose to
both internal groups and external customers. At a minimum, start your internal communications early.
This allows you to tap the knowledge and expertise of your staff and will help you uncover “gotchas”
before they “getcha”. Also keep in mind that one of the best tools for communicating about a project like
this is an online discussion forum. If properly structured, it can be a placed where people can ask
questions, get answers and find the latest documentation on the project.

FOLLOW THE PROCESS

In most relocations, people start by focusing on WHEN. In a business environment, HOW is much more
important, because it determines your cost. As you begin your project — you will notice that no one has
all the details — not you, your staff, your vendors or consultants. These will be uncovered over time, with
a lot of hard work by your staff. Learn the process (to be expanded on later) at the start and it will help
manage expectations in the future.
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TEN “GIVENS” FOR A DATA CENTER RELOCATION

Before you start the relocation planning process, there are some things that you need to keep in mind 
during the life of the project. It seems that no matter the circumstances, there are certain “givens” that
apply to any data center relocation. Everyone runs into this, and so will you. But, armed with advance
knowledge of what to expect, you will be better equipped to handle these challenges. These “givens” are:

1. Relocation is always a business issue, not a technical problem.

2. Once again — Relocation is always a business issue, not a technical problem.

3. You can never over plan the project.

4. There is no such thing as too much communication.

5. Procurement is always a problem.

6. Construction projects never finish on time.

7. Network providers will always miss at least one cutover date.

8. It’s much harder to move people than equipment.

9. Something will go wrong.

10. Take care of your people and make it fun.

Let’s examine each of these in a little more detail…

RELOCATION IS ALWAYS A BUSINESS ISSUE, NOT A TECHNICAL PROBLEM

Notice how this “given” occupies both the first and second spot on the list? It’s that important. From a
technical perspective, answers are pretty straightforward. From the business perspective, it is a much more
complicated issue, especially when you consider cost, risk, and customer service level agreements. In a
perfect world, there is only one way to relocate a data center. You start by replicating all of the equipment,
test everything fully, and then migrate the workload and data. It’s the least risky approach, with a built-in
back out capability. Unfortunately, it’s so expensive that very few companies can afford it. The point is that
very early on in your project; you will be faced with balancing the best technical solutions with the needs
of the business. In any company concerned with the bottom line, you can expect executives to make the
tough decisions, not the technical staff. Relocation is always a business issue.

YOU CAN NEVER OVER PLAN THE PROJECT

It seems obvious, doesn’t it? Relocations by their very nature are complex. The further you can drill down
the detail, the less likely you are to miss something. The problem here is that in almost every case, the staff
that is doing the detail planning has real jobs too. They are not necessarily going to want to give you all
the detail you need. Worse yet, they may just give you a high-level task list without really thinking it
through — just to make you go away. The more detail you have, the more likely that someone is going to
catch a problem before it becomes a disaster.
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THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS TOO MUCH COMMUNICATION

As stated before, relocations are complex. One way to keep from missing a critical detail is to share your
plans with as much of the staff and customer base as possible. No one can know everything, but the more
people that look at your plans, the better your chances of a smooth deployment. Inevitably, someone 
looking at the project from a different perspective is going to catch something the relocation team missed 
or hadn’t considered. Communication is especially important in relocations where some or all of the
employees are moving. In general, people dislike change. The sooner you let them know what’s going on,
the easier the transition, on everyone involved.

PROCUREMENT IS ALWAYS A PROBLEM

There is always procurement associated with relocation — equipment, services, or both. The larger the
relocation effort, the more procurement required. If you happen to be constructing a new computer room
or a whole new site, you are looking at hundreds of new items. Why is this a problem? Even at the 
smallest scale, most companies over-estimate the efficiency of their procurement system. The four weeks 
it should take to get a critical component soon becomes six and your schedule will be jeopardized.

CONSTRUCTION PROJECTS NEVER FINISH ON TIME

If your relocation is depending on the construction of a new building or computer room, beware!
Construction projects never finish on time, and even when they are close to on schedule, there are always
punch list items (follow-up work) that won’t be complete. That is just the way it is. Knowing this ahead of
time, your job is to build some contingency time into the schedule, and make sure that the contractor will
let you into the building as scheduled, even if they are having delays. That way, you can focus on prepping
the site while the contractor is still painting walls and installing trim.

NETWORK PROVIDERS WILL ALWAYS MISS AT LEAST ONE CUTOVER DATE

If you have a large network with a lot of circuits to migrate, this “given” definitely applies to you. 
No matter who the provider is, sooner or later they are going to miss a circuit cut. In order to keep this
from being a problem; never make your circuit cuts at the same time you are relocating workload. 
Instead, schedule them as independent activities, with the ability to fall back to the original configuration
if the circuit cut fails.

IT’S MUCH HARDER TO MOVE PEOPLE THAN EQUIPTMENT

Generally, when moving equipment and large groups of people, you will spend far more time and energy
on the people part of your move. The reason for this is simple — equipment doesn't talk back. In a people
move, you are always going to end up making someone unhappy. Perhaps the new site is farther from
home, or they don't like the new cubicles, or there are not any good restaurants nearby. If a person is upset
about moving, they will find a reason to validate their negative feelings. In a sufficiently large group of
people, this can quickly become a nightmare. The easiest way to work around this is with good early 
communication. Sometimes, it also helps to make a dissenter part of the core team. Once you get them
directly involved, they are more likely to support the project and make your move easier.
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GETTING HELP

The purpose of this paper is to give you a glimpse into the world of data center relocation and the many
challenges that await those who dare venture forth into this unpredictable world. Wouldn’t it be nice to
have a partner who had expertise based on years of experience relocating data centers very much like
yours? When choosing an outside resource to help, there are a few things you need to check.

•     How long has this resource been around?

•     Will they provide one point of contact for all the different aspects of the project?

•     Are their partners certified to do the work?

•     Is your resource comfortable in a heterogeneous environment?

•     Will your resource put you first?


