MRC Working Group Minutes/April 9, 2002

Present: Paul Adams, Jon Bashor, Ali Belkacem, Alessandra Ciocio, Ken Downing, John Hules, Gary Jung, Sandy Merola (via phone), John Staples, Shaheen Tonse.

The meeting opened with members giving feedback regarding the March 26 MRC Workshop.

Sandy Merola: We did as good of a job as possible in preparing the workshop, and consciously decided not to go into the meeting with a focus on an institutional offering. It was good to get feedback from potential users. Two things could have been done differently: Prepare more materials on a shared resource offering, and in the afternoon there could have been more open discussion as opposed to directed discussion. Followup should consist of one-on-one phone calls from working group members to participants.

Shaheen Tonse agreed that although it went well, it was more guided than open discussion. It may be useful to bring potential users together again, but we would need to do our homework on costs.

Alessandra Ciocio: The roundtable session was too short and we didn’t get as much feedback from attendees as we would have liked.

Ali Belkacem: We wanted to assess if a real need for MRC exists and it’s now absolutely obvious that’s the case. People are getting clusters throughout the Lab. Two tendencies emerged: one is service oriented, the other is a vision of a shared resource. We should still look into making the scientific case for a shared resource.

Sandy noted that because of funding squeezes resulting from EH&S program costs, there will be less overhead money available, so we need to come up with a solution not dependent on Lab funding.

Ali thought the case for a shared institutional resource should still be made and presented to Director Shank for consideration.

Sandy said there are four paths forward:


Provide support, perhaps at a reduced level of service to make more affordable


Move toward sharing of existing or planned clusters


Make the case for an institutional system


Followup with workshop participants

Ali said that providing affordable support is essential.

Gary Jung said his support costs were honest numbers, benchmarked against others. However, the costs picked up on by attendees were for full support of large systems, totaling about $4,000 per month, although a more realistic cost would be about $1,000 per month.

Ali said that the problem is how to get the golden egg without killing the chicken, that is, how can we find a way to provide limited support at an affordable price.

Ken Downing: The workshop was as productive as he expected. Though he was surprised by the number of clusters in place at the Lab, he said this still didn’t demonstrate the need for a central MRC resource. 

Alessandra said that with the growing number of clusters, we should look at how we can improve the quality of science coming out of them. It will be important to stay in touch with participants to maintain our momentum.

Ali suggested that CSAC member work on making the scientific case for MRC, while ITSD focus on the support path forward.

Shaheen and Ali discussed the issue of perceived versus actual costs, agreeing that if a user feels the cost is too high, he or she won’t pay for a service.

John Staples: Of the three AFRD groups represented at the workshop, John talked with two of them and generally heard negative/critical feedback. The consensus was that a central facility would not be useful to the groups. One participant was very negative, while another suggested that either ITSD subsidize a 12-48-node system to get MRC rolling, or the idea of buying LBNL-only nodes for NERSC’s IBM be explored. There are no clusters in AFRD – all large-scale computing is being done at NERSC.

Ali said that while MRC used to be the domain of theoreticians, today experimentalists are big users of MRC. However, while NERSC is good for production, the center does not allow scientists to do development on its computers. As to cluster support by researchers, it is easier to get money for students and hardware, but harder to get money for operating the system.

Paul Adams: The workshop highlighted the diverse opionions and needs of Lab scientists. It’s clear that one solution won’t fit everyone’s needs. It all comes down to the bottom line – I just want a room where I can put my systems.

ACTION ITEM: Sandy, Gary and Tammy Welcome will follow up on the issues of support, NERSC nodes and establishing an ITSD cluster.

The second topic was the creation of a “proceedings” from the workshop. The group endorsed the idea of creating a short (3-page) summary report with links to more detailed information, including the survey results. The value of the detailed information as an archive was also endorsed. 

ACTION ITEM: John Hules and Jon Bashor will distribute a proposed outline of the report and then compile a draft version for review.

