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The Division of Informatics was created in 1998
from thetheformerdepartmentsof ComputerScience
(Kings Buildings),Artificial Intelligence(ForrestHill
andSouthBridge)andCognitiveScience/HCRC(Buc-
cleuchPlace). Prior to the formationof the Division,
eachof thesethreedepartmentshad their own well-
establishedcomputingservices. Discussionsarestill
ongoingasto thewhatmodelof computingprovision
will bestmeetthe Division’s needsfor the future, so
thethreecomputingserviceswill continuefor thenear
future.

This documentattemptsto summarisethe threecom-
putingservices.

Computingwithin Informatics is obviously different
from computingwithin mostotherplanningunits - it
is the subjectbeing taughtand researchedaswell as
beinga tool to aid thoseactivities. This hasan effect
onthecomputingserviceprovidedwithin theDivision.
The computingserviceaimsto be stateof the art and
henceis constantlyevolving.

BecausetheEUCShas,of necessity, takenamorecon-
servative line on theservicesthey have provided,they
have beenunablein the pastto provide the facilities
(with theexceptionof wide-areanetworking) theDivi-
sion hasrequired.As a result,with a few exceptions,
the Division hasbeenself-sufficient in termsof com-
puting resources.However, in the light of decreasing
staffing levels and increasingdemands,a more care-
ful look at how the Division might make moreuseof
EUCS facilities is being made. Indeed,EUCS have
beensupportingthe computinginfrastructure(using
Windows NT) for the KB-basedDivisional adminis-
trativestaff sinceAutumn1998.

1 Developments over last 12 months

The Division is encounteringsevere difficulties in
retainingand recruiting experiencedcomputingstaff
(and, indeed,academicteachingand researchstaff).

TheKB sitehasparticularlysuffered,with two COres-
ignationsandtwo COsmoving from full to part time
working. Therearecurrentlyfive COvacanciesacross
thedivision.

The 1999/2000Computing in Informatics statement
reportedthattheDivisionhaddecidedto developanew
common infrastructureto support commodity Unix
computing. This project, known as DICE, startedin
March 2000 and was expectedto take around two
years. Unfortunatelyprogresson the projecthassuf-
feredgreatlydueto thelossof staff at theKB site;the
projectmainly involvesKB basedCOsandtheseCOs
have hadto take on muchof thework of thedeparted
COs.

The Division was recently successfulin bidding for
a mediumsized(around128 nodes)Beowulf cluster
from the recentEPSRCSpecialEquipmentInitiative.
It is expectedthatthis will enterservicearoundEaster
2001.

The network at the KB site has been completely
rewired with 100baseTto the desktopandgigabit fi-
breinterconnectingthethreehubsites.Thenetwork is
basedon HP ProCurve switchesandmakesheavy use
of VLANs; eachoneof thenearly600accesspointsis
capableof beingconnectedto oneof 15VLANs.

Thenetwork wascompletelyfundedinhouse,with the
Division’s techniciansperformingall 10kmof wiring.

An increasingnumberof staff areusingVMwareon
Linux PCsto run Microsoft Windows andOffice. We
seethis asthecheapestway (in supportterms),for us,
of providing accessto Microsoft software.

2 Management

Themanagementof theDivision’s computingsupport
is split betweenthe forming of policy andday to day
management.

Policy is formedby theComputingPolicy Committee,
consistingof the ComputingExecutive Group(CEG)
andacademicrepresentativesfrom theteachingorgan-
isation,thegraduateschoolandtheresearchinstitutes.
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Computingsupportis managedby theComputingEx-
ecutive Group (CEG), which consistsof four senior
ADs (Paul Anderson(KB), Ken Dawson (FH/SB),
JeremyOlsen(BP) andAlastairScobie(KB)) andthe
deputyheadof Division (StuartAnderson).

The threecomputingservicesat FH/SB, BP and KB
aremanagedby KenDawson,JeremyOlsenandAlas-
tair Scobierespectively. Although the computingser-
vicesaremanagedalongtheold departmentallines,di-
rectteaching,teachingsupportandresearchsupportis
mostlycoordinatedatDivision level.

3 Computing Staff

TheDivision employs :-

● 23 AD (ComputingOfficer)posts.

● 5 baselineCD(ComputingSupportOfficer)posts.

Fiveof theAD postsarecurrentlyvacant.

Although the numberof AD postssoundslarge, nor-
mallyonly about60%of theavailableeffort is involved
in providing the Divisional computingservices. The
remaining40%is directly involvedin teachingandre-
searchsupport. However, as thereare currently five
vacantpostssomeof theteachingsupportis beingper-
formedby postgraduatesstudentsemployedas”teach-
ing assistants”.

Four and a half CD postsjointly provide centralised
”f aults” and”support” services,bothonlineandfront-
desk,at eachsite. They also carry out many of the
routinedayto daytasksof runningtheservice.There-
maininghalf CD postprovidesadministrative support
- orderingkit, maintainingthe inventoryandmainte-
nancecontracts.

Techniciansmaintain the physical fabric of the KB
computingfacilities. They liaise with suppliersover
broken kit which is undermaintenance,fix kit which
is not undermaintenanceandinstall andmaintainthe
physicalnetworks. This work is undertaken by COs
andCSOsat theothersites.

The title Computing Staff is intentionally used in
placeof Support Staff. ComputingOfficershave, at
leastat the InformaticsKB site, alwaysbeendirectly
involvedin teaching(especially)- in certaincasesmore
thansomeAT gradestaff.

4 IT based activities

As computing is subsumedby Informatics, the aca-
demicdisciplineof the Division, it is not judgedap-

propriateto list all the Division’s computingactivi-
ties in this section.Detailedinformationon theteach-
ing and researchof the Division can be found at
http://www.informatics.ed.ac.uk

5 Computing Facilities

The principal computingplatform in the Division is
Solarison Sunworkstations.Over the last coupleof
years,however, theKB sitehascompletelymovedover
to a Linux PC platform for commodityUnix comput-
ing. It is theintentionthatthis transitionwill continue
into the otherDivisional sitesasa resultof the DICE
project.

Windows NT andWindows 95 areprimarily usedfor
administrative computing at both KB (managedby
EUCSScienceSupportteam)andFH/SB. Thereis a
small undergraduatelab of Microsoft NT PCsat KB,
loosely managed,which is mainly usedfor teaching
particularapplicationsthataren’t availableunderUnix
platforms. Thereis alsoa small communityof Win-
dowsNT postgraduateuserswhorely onsupportedin-
frastructureservices.

AppleMacsareonly widely usedat theBPsite,by re-
searchers,COsandadministrativestaff. It is likely that
theadministrative applicationswill move to Windows
NT. Macsarenot supportedateitherKB or FH/SB.

The Division has two small clustersof SGIs for re-
searchandgraphicsrelatedteaching,includinganSGI
RealityStation.

The following table lists all the Division’s comput-
ing hardwareby category, asof November1999. All
WindowsmachineshaveeXceedinstalledfor accessto
Unix servers. Almost all Linux laptopsalsorun Win-
dows.

Total KB FH/SB BP
Linux clients 232 220 12
Linux laptops 28 28
Linux servers 15 15
Sunclients 282 38 164 80
Sunservers 58 29 19 10
SGIclients 6 6
Windowsclients 94 40 23 31
Windowsservers 2 1 1
Macclients 45 0 5 40
Total 762 377 223 162

5.1 Staff facilities

Academicandacademic-relatedstaff cannormallyex-
pectanentry-levelSunworkstation(FH/SBandBP)or
aLinux PC(KB). Staff mayuseresearchgrantfinance
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to upgradetheirworkstationor PCto a morepowerful
machineand/orto purchasea Linux laptop. A small
numberof staff useMacs,mainly atBP.

An increasingnumberof staff areusingVMwareon
Linux PCsto runMS WindowsandMS Office.

Administrativestaff useWindowsNT PCsatKB, Win-
dows95 PCsat FH/SBandMacsatBP.

5.2 Under graduate student pub lic lab facili-
ties

Theundergraduateteachinglabsarelistedin Appendix
A. Thereare also a numberof specialisedlabs with
smallnumbersof machineswith attachedhardware(eg
robotarms).

Althoughnotionallygroupsof public machinesareal-
locatedto particulargroupsof users,effective useof
the workstationsdictatesthat the configurationof ex-
actly which groupis allowedontowhich groupof ma-
chineschangesascoursedeadlinescomeandgo.

Only AI1 andAI2 classeshavetimetabledlabsessions
in Divisional labs.All otherlabsareopenaccess.The
CS1lab usesa bookingsystemdueto the sizeof the
class.

Students taking the CL1h service course have
timetabledclassesin the ATL4 central lab, to which
theDivision hascontributed

5.3 Research student facilities

TheDivision hasrecentlyadopteda goalof onework-
stationper researchstudentFTE (not MSc). Because
of the differing layoutsof the Division’s buildings,at
somesitesthis meanspersonaloffice machinesandat
otherslabsof machines.

Thisgoalhasbeenreachedat theKB sitethanksto the
useof cheapPCbasedLinux machines.Theothersites
arestill largelybasedonmoreexpensiveSunmachines
andsowill probablynotreachtheoneto onegoaluntil
a divisionwideLinux provision is in place.

5.4 Network structure

TheDivisionhasa twisted-pair(TP)ethernetnetwork.
TheKB sitewaswholly wiredandsubsequentlymain-
tainedby in-housetechnicians. The other sitespaid
contractorsto install wiring. Virtual LANs (VLANs)
arein heavy useatall sites,with many spanningacross
thefour sitesoverEdLAN.

TheSouthBridgesiteis still largelybasedon10baseT.
It is hopedto upgradethis to a100baseTswitchednet-
work thisacademicyear.

5.5 Divisional database

The Division hasdevelopeda centraldatabasewhich
coversstaff andstudentrecords,coursedetails,student
marks,staff publications,eventsandinventory. There
areover 140 databasetableswith a total of arounda
million records.

6 Future plans

TheDivisiondecided,lastyear, to developanew com-
mon infrastructureprincipally to supportcommodity
computingbut alsoto aid managementandintegration
of specialisedsystems. The intention is that this in-
frastructureshouldbeflexible enoughto underpinany
model of computingserviceor servicesthe Division
shouldeventuallyagreeon. It is alsohopedthat the
infrastructurewill be usableby otherUnix basedde-
partments.Thisprojectstartedin March2000.

There is an increasingdemandfor supportfor Win-
dows platforms. Our opinion is that large scaleman-
agementof Windowsmachinesishard.Wedonothave
any spareeffort to develop a managementinfrastruc-
ture for Windows alone. It appearsmoreappropriate
for us to usea University wide technologyfor Win-
dowsandwe arehopingthat thenew EUCSWindows
2000projectcanbeacollaborativeprojectto whichwe
cancontribute. In themeantimeweareusingVMware
on Linux PCsfor simpleWindows/Officeprovision.

7 Political problems

● The Division is having severe difficulties in re-
cruiting and retaining experiencedstaff at this
University’s salaries. We have seenin recent
years,while recruitingnew staff, someevidence
of other universitiesappointing staff to higher
gradesthan similar staff would be appointedto
here.

● EUCSprioritiesseemto bestill orientatedto pro-
viding public facilities andend-usersupportand
we feel that EUCSarenot responsive to depart-
ments, such as ourselves, who largely provide
their own computingfacilities. We would like to
seemuchgreatercollaborationon designingand
producing systems,such as directory services,
that would integratethe variouscomputingser-
vicesof theUniversity.
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Appendix A Under graduate labs (1999 figures)

A.1 School of Computer Science

CS1(125FTEs) 40 x Linux PCs(Celeron433-128Mb)
CS2(58FTEs) 28 x Linux PCs(P200MMX-64Mb)
CS3(56FTEs)/ CS4(52) / MSc(29) 35 x Linux PCs(Celeron400-128Mb)

5 x Linux PCs(P200MMX-64Mb)
5 x Linux PCs(PII-233MMX-64Mb)
10 x SunSS4-128Mb
4 x SunSS5-64Mb

CS4/MScprojects 10 x NT PCs(Pentium200to Celeron400)
CS4/MScprojects 5 x SGIO2-128Mb
SLI MSc 8 x SunUltra10-128Mb

3 x NT PCs(Celeron400-128Mb)

A.2 School of Ar tificial Intellig ence

AI1/AI2 (100FTEs) 5 x SunUltra1-64Mb
12 x SunSS4-64Mb
12 x SunSS4-64Mb

AI3/AI4 (55FTEs) 14 x SunUltra5-128Mb
9 x SunUltra1-64Mb

MSc(50 FTEs) 13 x SunUltra5-128Mb
8 x SunUltra1-64Mb
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