IBM Case Study

Norwegian university boosts international
reputation when it teams with IBM for a
new supercomputing environment
Like the ancient seafarers before them,
Norway’s brightest are embarking on a
journey to conquer new frontiers. This
generation, though, is using supercom
puters, not sailing vessels, to make its
mark on history.
Technology is at the heart of a grand
vision for Norway’s future. The
Research Council of Norway (RCN)
launched a decade-long initiative,
“Notur,” to provide and operate the
The Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU), one of Norway’s leading academic
institutions, works with IBM to deliver world-class research.

national infrastructure for computational
science.
The ambitious agenda, designed to
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level, would meet the growing demand
for faster, more powerful supercomput
ers to tackle complex scientiﬁc prob
lems. Large-scale, realistic and
accurate modeling and simulations on
this order require substantial resources,
including the kind of investment in IT
infrastructure many public sector insti
tutions do not readily have available.
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Research on a mission

the big-stakes Notur project, the

“The university wants
to be considered
among the most
excellent institutions in
its specialized area.
That’s why it has
invested in
infrastructure like high
performance computing
(HPC), and in this
project.”
Roar Aspli, CIO, Norwegian
University of Science and
Technology

infrastructure would need a massive
At the Norwegian University of Science

infusion.

Support from leadership sets the tone,
he notes. Although the Notur program

and Technology (NTNU) in Trondheim,
CIO Roar Aspli sees his role as both a
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draws external attention to the univer
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ent perspective,” Aspli says.

fund it and the IT staff who deliver it.

as CIO is in enabling the university to
progress toward its goals,” he says.

“One of the biggest challenges in this
environment is to prioritize competing
needs. You can never please everyone
100 percent. Every professor wants to
decide what to buy and how to make it
work. The IT experts in HPC can’t
know all of the requirements of the uni
versity. Having an IT governance
process in place is critical, since it
allows us to centralize investment,
focus on portfolio management and
base our decisions on the big picture.”
Looking for a partner
To move quickly on the Notur project,
NTNU needed help designing, imple
menting and supporting the new infra
structure. For nearly two years,
IBM Public Sector executives in Norway
had established a friendly working rela
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an IT governance
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us to centralize
investment, focus on
portfolio management
and base our decisions
on the big picture.”
Roar Aspli, CIO, Norwegian
University of Science and
Technology

tionship with the university that allowed
them to gain a deeper understanding of
its business objectives. Between speak
ing engagements at national confer
ences, meetings with the Research
Council and regular contact with the
leading universities, IBM had become a
familiar face not only within NTNU, but

risk. But more than that, we were look
ing for a trusted partner to work closely
with us.”
Boosting HPC performance
Ultimately, only one company could
meet the demands imposed by the
supercomputing project. IBM was able
to provide a comprehensive range of
hardware, software and services to
design, project-manage and install the
supercomputing environment. And to
help reduce operational risk, NTNU
engaged IBM to provide remote hard
ware and software support and mainte
nance. Research of this magnitude is
notoriously intolerant of downtime,
which can affect the outcome of calcu
lations. The IBM maintenance contract
helps sustain high levels of availability

Still, when NTNU issued the requestfor-proposal to replace its high perform

and deliver service levels that had fal
tered with the previous system.

ance computing environment, the
stringent public sector process meant
IBM would be strictly on an even play
ing ﬁeld with other companies vying to
help the university.

Although the footprint of the new sys
tem would be smaller (seven racks
instead of twenty-one), NTNU planned
a new data center as a concurrent
project—which presented its own set of

throughout academic and industry
circles.

says Aspli. “We needed to reduce our

“Financial stability, experience and the
ability to deliver a world-class system
were very important considerations,”

challenges because of unanticipated
construction delays.
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points out. “You can’t always foresee all
the twists and turns the project will
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been deemed “excellent.” Researchers

of our systems,” says IBM’s Pia
Bjernemose. “It took some careful ﬁne

also use the system for a variety of
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More than enhancing IT performance,
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For another research team simulating
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suggests that CIOs engaged in similar

good about.”

projects pay attention to the impact of

With plenty of bright, talented resources

change on users.

at the university, IBM continues to bring
added value, Aspli says. “We’re inter
ested in working with someone who
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