Minutes of Midrange Computing Strategy Meeting, 29 January 2001

Those present:  


George Moridis,
ESD


Tammy Welcome, NERSC 


Paul Adams,
PBS


Shaheen Tonse,
EETD


Sandy Merola, (representing ICSD)


Doug Olson,
NSD


Alessandra Ciocio, Physics


John Staples,
AFRD

Ali Belkacem (CSD) was out sick, A. Ciocio substituted as chair, J. Staples took notes.

The purpose of this meeting is to plot a course to assemble a questionnaire that will poll potential users of a mid-range computer (MRC) at LBNL as to their needs and uses.  The committee will generate a final draft document by July 2001 that will be the basis of requesting the acquisition, if so desired, of a suitable mid-range computer system, including support, at LBNL.

The main purpose of this meeting is to define the process of generating this document, which starts with generating a list of questions to put to potential users of such a facility.  The key points are:

1. How will an MRC improve the science you are doing?

2. What are your needs?

We will postpone matters of funding such a facility for now.

Shaheen Tonse provided a sample questionnaire that he has presented to about a dozen staffers in Environmental Energy Technologies Division, including 10 group leaders and another two high-end users.  (Document with eight questions available from him.)  He will report at the next CSAC, February 9th, the results he has obtained so far.

This document is a useful example as a basis for the Committee's questionnaire.

Sandy Merola reported that although NERSC is the flagship of DOE/ER computing nationally, with LBNL now becoming a significant user of NERSC from earlier days of NERSC at LBNL, the in-house high-end computing has been handled haphazardly.  NERSC has generously made available to LBNL some NERSC resources very inexpensively in the past, but this program will not be renewed.  In addition, LBNL cannot be seen as preferentially benefiting from NERSC at the expense of other national labs.  Therefore, we need to develop our own MRC facility.

Suggestions for charging algorithms were that CPU time would be free initially, with all applicants getting an account, with charges for users with specific costly software packages, and start charging all users at a later date.

Tammy Welcome reported that NERSC itself has gone through this process of assessing user needs to define the hardware, software and support solutions that NERSC provides.  Their method is to ask potential users their requirements in the areas of performance, special applications and libraries, computational tools, storage requirements, batch system response parameters and consulting help needed.  A comprehensive document, the "Green Book" which details the response of potential NERSC users, is available from Tammy.

As NERSC has already been through the process of polling users, Tammy offered that the time scale to develop a definition of user requirements is at least two months.  

Sandy responded that an alternate procedure is to document how science is done, and how it is constrained by the computers we have now.  An approach may be to ask what would be improved for various alternatives, such as cluster or SMP architectures.

Tammy reported that NERSC is now setting up at cluster of 160 Pentium processors, but this would probably not be regarded as a model for a MRC, as the cluster does not include enhancements such as visualization hardware, or the consulting staff that a MRC system requires.  

To generate a proposal, we will divide the problem of polling potential users, and then produce a document, analogous to the Green Book, as a basis of starting the process of defining the acquisition of a MRC facility.

Our timescale will proceed as follows:

Second week of February: assess Shaheen's responses. A subcommittee of about four will write a strawman.

Late February - Early March: A second meeting will convene to generate a final questionnaire, which will be presented to the March 9th CSAC.

April:  The needs and requirements of potential users will be gathered.

May:  A first draft summarizing these requirements will be drafted and presented to CSAC.

June: Start to draft potential configurations to satisfy the requirements

July: Final draft presented.

