MRC Committee Minutes, 13 July 2001

Where: 
50B-4205, 

When:

Noon, Friday the 13th, July 2001

Who:

John Staples, Ali Belkacem, Alessandra Ciocio, Michel Van Hove, Gary 

Jung, Doug Olson, Shaheen Tonse, Paul Adams, Jon Bashor and Sandy Merola

Main Issue:
Redirection of activities, targeted more directly at Alvarez and identified users.

Executive Summary:

We recognize that the target computer will be alvarez (lower case) and that we should redirect our energies to acquiring alvarez and identifying potential users with their division's backing to be the first set of users, once alvarez is released from its current computer research role.

To this end, the committee will recenter its activities to defining more clearly costs and schedules associated with promoting alvarez to an MRC facility at LBNL.

Details:

Sandy has already talked to Bill McCurdy (at length),  Sally Benson (less) and Chuck Shank (even less) to get feedback on their thoughts on this project.  To Sandy's surprise and good fortune, the feedback was always positive and the correspondents just needed to know more about how we are going to continue in creating a concrete proposal.  No opposition was seen from any quarter.

The path to follow is to find out which divisions are interested.  If a division finds an MRC useful to their own science, they would want to control the allocation scheme for MRC use.  (To get a picture of the current alvarez use, the present allocation scheme and use pattern will be evaluated, even though it has been used for computation for only a short time.)  Then a business model to establish the amount of funding needed, and estimate what the breakdown might be by division.

A survey may not be needed, as informal contact with several divisions has already indicated interest.

The committee has evolved from its original thinking, when it was less clear that the most practical starting point was the alvarez cluster, so it is prudent to redirect our efforts with alvarez already selected as the computer of choice, rendering parts of our original schedule of activities now unnecessary.

Three divisions may be enough to establish a critical mass to fund the MRC costs, which we have estimated to be about $1M for the first year of operation, slightly less in the out years.  However, the individual division contribution may be less, if ITSD would continue to commit $200K/yr, the level of support for computing on the NERSC machines in the past, with some additional overhead support.  The cost per division could go down to the $200K/yr level for 3 divisions, which starts to become acceptable.  Further support will come from individual projects seeking time on the machine.  We cannot ask any division to commit money at this time, however.  We must assume that they will be ready to commit when alvarez becomes available.  The start-up costs will include money for software licenses, etc.  It is expected that a lot of open-source software will be used, but some specific proprietary packages may be requested.

Since presently alvarez is not really a user facility, converting it to such will add some costs to those of the present operation.  The first year of MRC would probably see a substantial contribution from LBNL, but by the third year, the facility should be at least 80% self-sufficient.

We must determine which divisions are interested, particularly if any division is poised to acquire or expand their own cluster, such as Earth Sciences.

The alvarez cluster is a computer research project and no policy currently exists on the cutoff date for the present users.   If we are building an MRC machine around alvarez, then the allocations and schedule should be and can be adjusted.  

Instead of a month of lectures, a workshop/retreat with potential users may be a better way to go, which will further develop an MRC facility based on alvarez.  We would bring experts to this workshop, such as Tammy Welcome on MRC architecture and technical issues, a business person and application experts.

Now is not the time to try to get the division directors to buy in.  We should start off by dealing directly with interested users, who would not upgrade their own computing facilities, but would support alvarez instead.

Many of the current local clusters are not optimized, and even though they may be cheaper than an alvarez buy-in, alvarez may provide a more cost-effective platform for scientific computing.  This is a point we must make.

Gary Jung will work with each candidate division to determine how alvarez can work better for them than their building their own cluster.  He will try to show an advantage for alvarez in scientific computing (desirable) and that alvarez would have a cost advantage (critical to show).  

Alvarez currently has two main users (Ryne and unidentified) and several smaller users including MRC member Paul Adams.  Where will these people migrate to later?  It is important to learn from these user's experience.  This would be one contribution to the workshop/retreat.  

The workshop should be aimed at experienced users, but must contribute something new to their knowledge, too.   The workshop would be kept small, no more than 20 people.  Dispense with general talks, but get talks from cluster users.  Working groups will define software needs.  A general financial model, prepared beforehand, would be presented. The workshop would be organized as a morning informational session, with the workshop sessions in the afternoon.

To get a flavor of what to expect, the MRC committee should invite Ryne and the other principle user to a future MRC meeting to get their take on alvarez use.  Skip invites to McCurdy, Kramer and Simon for now.  Discuss scientific advantage of alvarez with Ryne, et al.  Alessandra will take care of these invitations.

New users can be encouraged by just letting them at the machine, and letting them know that they are in a position to help define the machine itself in its inchoate period.

A new version of Bashor's white paper will be prepared to reflect the MRC committee's change of direction (small changes) and the lecture series dropped.  The title of the white paper will be changed to reflect that this is no longer a proposal.  The committee member's names will be included inside.

Assuming no showstoppers, we will put together a workshop.  

Our schedule will be compressed, with the above changes and charges accomplished in the next two weeks.  MRC committee members that miss meetings are obligated to catch up on their own the actions taken at missed meetings.

Finally, thanks to Sandy for providing a nice lunch for us all.

