
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES COMMITTEE 
MINUTES OF MEETING 
APRIL 7, 2009 
 
[In these minutes:  Research Cyberinfrastructure Alliance (RCA) Update, Minnesota 
Supercomputing Institute Update, Centralized Storage Environment Update] 
 
[These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the 
University of Minnesota Senate; none of the comments, conclusions or actions reported 
in these minutes represent the views of, nor are they binding on, the Senate, the 
Administration or the Board of Regents.] 
 
PRESENT:  Mark Sanders, chair, Craig Gjerdingen, Dale Swanson, Stephen Cawley, Sue 
Van Voorhis, Paul Rubenis, Danielle Tisinger, Billie Wahlstrom, David Arendale, Ted 
Higman, Michael Korth, Brent Larson, Josephine Lee, Ben Franske, Dan Garon 
 
REGRETS:  John Butler, Bonnie Westra, Linda Jorn, Simin Hickman 
 
ABSENT:  Lee Anderson, Aaron Doering, Stuart Speedie, Ben Kucera 
 
OTHERS ATTENDING:  Tracy Anderson, Bernard Gulachek, Ann Hill Duin, Myron 
Lowe 
 
GUESTS:  Jim Hall, Jac Hoffsten, MSI Interim Director Tom Jones, Vice President for 
Research Tim Mulcahy 
 
I).  Mark Sanders called the meeting to order, and welcomed those present.  Next, he 
briefly provided the committee with an overview of today’s agenda. 
 
II).  Mr. Sanders welcomed Vice President for Research Tim Mulcahy.  Copies of the 
Research Cyberinfrastructure Alliance (RCA) charge were distributed to members.  Vice 
President Mulcahy stated that as part of his presentation to the committee he would:  

• Convey information about the new role the Office of the Vice President for 
Research (OVPR) will have as it relates to strategic alignment and decision-
making around research issues. 

• Share information about the RCA. 
• Provide information on the revitalization of the Minnesota Supercomputer 

Institute (MSI) and what it means for the University. 
• Impart information on the Research Master Infrastructure Plan. 

 
Vice President Mulcahy stated that from his perspective a missing element in the role of 
the OVPR has been that it has not been involved strategically in assessing the 
University’s research resource capacity, and anticipating changes that would allow it to 
more effectively support research.  Up until now, these responsibilities have been left up 
to the individual colleges/departments.  While there are benefits to a distributed model, it 
lacks synergy, which is critical for the campus.  Vice President Mulcahy stated that he is 



passionate about making research work better, and making researchers more competitive 
by giving them the resources they need to satisfy the University’s mission. 
 
In working the Office of Information Technology, and the University Libraries it is clear 
to Vice President Mulcahy that research computing infrastructure silos exist across the 
campus; some doing a tremendous job, but none integrated to the point of being able to 
utilize the University’s resources in the most efficient manner.  As a result, the decision 
was made to form the Research Cyberinfrastructure Alliance (RCA) in order to 
understand what resources the University has and to identify where gaps and 
opportunities exist.  In addition to addressing research issues, the RCA raises research 
issues as well.  Vice President Mulcahy turned members’ attention to the RCA charge 
that was distributed earlier.  He emphasized that the RCA was not formed to centralize 
distributed resources, but to identify strategies to align campus resources as a means to 
improve and advance research support.   
 
With respect to the Minnesota Supercomputing Institute (MSI), Vice President Mulcahy 
shared his excitement concerning the administrative transfer of MSI under the OVPR.  A 
great deal of the University’s cutting-edge research requires very high-end computational 
capabilities.  The University needs a robust system that not only understands researchers 
needs, but is able to support these needs by leveraging institutional support.  When 
housed in a collegiate unit, MSI lacked the institutional perspective/vision, which is what 
the OVPR offers.  Vice President Mulcahy noted that there has been a significant 
transition in research in general around super computing needs.  In its infancy, MSI 
primarily supported high-end engineering and IT-type research, and now this type of 
research only represents 50% or less of its actual use.  Most recently, there has been a 
huge increase in the need for biological-related computing.  Given these changes, Vice 
President Mulcahy believes this is a perfect opportunity to make MSI a vital, central part 
of the University’s research infrastructure in order to better serve the campus. 
 
Tom Jones, noted Vice President Mulcahy, has agreed to serve as the interim director of 
MSI while a search for a permanent director is being conducted.  He added that, in his 
opinion, the past nine months MSI ha been very successful in communicating its vision 
of being more accessible, open and cooperative.  Vice President Mulcahy would also like 
to see MSI give Minnesota a competitive edge when it comes to competing for large 
opportunities at the NSF or the DOE scale.  He announced that MSI recently purchased a 
new supercomputer.  Currently, the University’s computational intensity ranking is 
approximately 250 worldwide.  At one point, based on an external review a few years 
back, the University was ranked in the top 25.  With this new computer, the University 
will rank 30 – 35 in terms of computational intensity worldwide, and top among higher 
education institutions that do not have a national center.  It is safe to say, according to 
Vice President Mulcahy, that the University would not have been able to acquire the 
same type of equipment if it were not for rearranging MSI’s position as a University 
resource deserving University support. 
 
Lastly, in terms of general research, the University did not have a good understanding of 
its assets, resources, and needs because it lacked the institutional perspective around what 



the University needed related to research infrastructure.  As a result, stated Vice President 
Mulcahy, a Research Infrastructure Master Plan is being developed in order to create a 
structured financial approach to investing in the University’s future.  Examples of high 
priority needs that have been identified include but are not limited to imaging, and 
research infrastructure. 
 
Another opportunity that will allow the University to cut its borrowing costs is the 
economic stimulus package.  Vice President Mulcahy invited the committee’s input on 
how best to take advantage of this opportunity.  Research needs to be connected, 
strategic, informed, and part of a community, and this committee is an opportunity to 
provide this connection. 
 
Mr. Sanders applauded the OVPR for its strategic plan of recognizing the University as a 
whole as opposed to many individual clusters.  The committee can act as a voice to 
distribute the information coming from the OVPR.  In addition, this committee can help 
generate appropriate policy related to the RCA.  Vice President Mulcahy underscored this 
opportunity, and his great appreciation for the governance process.  It is important that 
consultation play an integral role in all policy decisions. 
 
A member asked Vice President Mulcahy to elaborate on what he means when he talks 
about a Research Infrastructure Master Plan.  Vice President Mulcahy stated that this is a 
process that started 9 – 10 months ago out of the OVRP with the goal of identifying 
where gaps exist in the University’s research infrastructure, and to help anticipate needs 
that will be forthcoming based on trends in research.  A comprehensive inventory of 
research capacity and capabilities has been the outcome of this process.  Using this 
information, the University can determine where its weaknesses are and where the 
intensity of the University’s research efforts are going, e.g., imaging intensity is currently 
very high.  With this process in place, the OVRP is now being asked to provide senior 
management with feedback on what should be included in the University’s state budget 
request related to research.  Vice President Mulcahy invited the committee to help inform 
this process. 
 
Mr. Sanders requested that the minutes reflect a couple websites, which serve to provide 
additional information on information covered in today’s meeting: 

• http://www.research.umn.edu/infrastructure/ 
• http://www.collaborate.umn.edu/ 

Vice President Mulcahy also noted that the OVPR has set up a website to summarize 
economic stimulus opportunities: 

• http://www.research.umn.edu/stimulus.html 
Within the first week or so of setting up this website, the OVPR had over 11,000 hits, and 
the average stay on the site was almost 5 minutes.  Members were encouraged to share 
their ideas on other research-related information that would enhance the OVPR website 
in order to make it more informative and useful. 

 
Mr. Sanders thanked Vice President Mulcahy for his time. 
 



III).  Mr. Sanders welcomed Tom Jones, interim director, Minnesota Supercomputer 
Institute for Advanced Computational Research (MSI).  Mr. Jones noted that MSI turns 
25 years old this years old.  MSI deals with high-end computing, or, in other words, 
computational needs that are beyond what most individual research groups/departments 
can afford to do or has the technical expertise to do.  MSI provides encouragement and 
support to researchers in order for them to conduct research requiring large-scale 
computing capabilities.  The new supercomputer referenced by Vice President Mulcahy 
will increase MSI’s overall computing capacity by a factor of 4 – 5 over its current 
capacity; this will open up computational research capabilities that are not possible now 
and put the University in a much more competitive position. 
 
Mr. Jones shared the following information about MSI: 

• Seven different application laboratories across campus, four of which focus on 
medical and biological research computations. 

• Roughly 500 PIs use MSI, including a large number of student users. 
• Provides access to a large number of computational software tools that would 

otherwise be too expensive for individual researchers to acquire.  
• Increasingly hosting large amounts of datasets for researchers that need large, fast 

and sophisticated access.   
• Offers in-house visualization and imaging resources. 
• Provides very fast Internet access to the world; 10 gigabytes per second. 
• Works with researchers to provide technical/user support access.  MSI has 10 

PhD staff with expertise in a variety of disciplines. 
• Eager to partner with researchers in a support capacity to meet their research 

computing needs. 
 
A member asked what it would take for the University to move up further in terms of its 
computational intensity ranking.  Mr. Jones reported that the new computer package the 
University intends to buy will cost about $6 million, and it will be the largest single 
computing system at a U.S. university that is not funded as a national center.  To increase 
its ranking MSI needs to: 

• Increase the number of support staff who can act as ‘translators’ between the 
technical computing world and the biological world, for example.  MSI ideally 
needs more staff who can work with researchers to educate them about the 
capabilities of the advanced computational equipment the University is acquiring. 

• Have an increased physical capacity in order to accommodate the next generation 
of supercomputers. 

 
What is the process for faculty who currently do not work with MSI, but are interested in 
doing so, asked a member?  Mr. Jones stated that faculty should simply call MSI to 
discuss their high-end computational research requirements. 
 
A member asked about the cost of using MSI’s services.  Mr. Jones stated that MSI does 
not charge for its services.  Researchers are welcome to use the MSI resources for free. 
 



In closing, Mr. Jones stated that MSI is discussing holding faculty forums to get input 
from faculty and research groups across campus on how MSI can better serve this 
community going forward.  Mr. Sanders added that for those who are unaware MSI holds 
training workshops. 
 
Mr. Sanders thanked Mr. Jones for his presentation. 
 
IV).   Mr. Sanders introduced the next agenda, centralized storage, and welcomed Jim 
Hall and Jac Hoffsten.  He noted that given the University’s computational needs are 
continually growing; storage is an issue, which must be addressed.  Members were 
reminded that the Faculty Consultative Committee (FCC) requested that this committee 
explore the possibility of whether it would be possible for all faculty to have 1 – 2 
terabytes of centrally managed storage to use at their own discretion. 
 
Mr. Hall reported that OIT has been supporting the University’s storage area network 
(SAN) since 2004.  Initially SAN started small, but has grown to be quite large at over 
800 terabytes.  The network has grown very organically in terms of listening to 
departments and their needs.  While supporting researchers has been great, the network 
has grown without a specific plan. 
 
Storage services, their delivery, and policy around these services are being examined by 
OIT, noted Mr. Hall.  Currently, OIT directly and indirectly supports a lot of different 
types of data, e.g., administrative data and a variety of research initiatives.  The goal is to 
determine what OIT’s storage system should look like 1 year from now, 5 years from 
now, etc.  A Storage Services User Group has been established to look at what OIT is 
doing well with respect to storage and where improvements need to be made.  
Additionally, OIT has formed a working group to look at storage issues. 
 
A report will be issued in June 2009 that will contain details in terms of OIT’s storage 
strategies and the direction these strategies are anticipated to take going forward.  From 
early discussions, it is clear that more needs to be done with existing OIT partnerships.  
Administrative storage and research storage need to be aligned in such a way that OIT is 
supporting the University community in the best way possible.  Discussions have taken 
place around partnering with the Minnesota Supercomputer Institute (MSI) to better 
support researchers with their storage needs. 
 
Mr. Sanders asked about the feasibility of giving faculty 1 – 2 terabytes of storage.  Mr. 
Hall stated that he is not in a position today to quantify any storage amounts.  When SAN 
was launched, OIT had fairly small storage requests, e.g., 200 – 300 gigabytes, and now 
OIT is getting requests for 10 – 100 terabytes of storage space.  OIT recognizes that 
storage needs are growing and faculty must be accommodated. 
 
Mr. Sanders commented that storage has become increasingly inexpensive.  An 
individual researcher can go out a purchase a terabyte drive for around $100.  He stated 
that the sooner a mechanism can be put in place to address the storage needs of faculty 
the better.  Mr. Hall stated that the next Storage Services User Group meeting is 



tomorrow, and the focus of this meeting will be to discuss research storage needs as 
opposed to administrative storage needs.  Mr. Sanders stated that this is not just a 
research storage issue, but an all faculty storage issue. 
 
Vice President and Chief Information Officer Steve Cawley stated that storage is a 
significant issue nationally in higher education.  It is likely that emerging cloud 
computing solutions will play a role in addressing storage issues.  From a technologist’s 
perspective, it is important to understand the kind of data and the purpose of the data in 
order to know what kind of storage is most appropriate.  Some storage, for example, 
needs to be local because access is frequently needed, and other storage can be put on a 
cloud.  In Vice President Cawley’s opinion, outsourcing will play a role in this equation. 
 
A member noted that this committee has discussed data security, and, having said this, 
does the University want faculty buying terabyte drives and having that technology 
sitting unsecured in faculty offices.  From a policy point of view, this needs to be 
addressed.  If there the University were able to provide more on-line storage, then faculty 
would not be tempted to go out and buy their own storage solutions. 
 
Mr. Sanders stated that while the committee does not need to get into the storage details, 
based on what he heard today it is important to understand that there will likely be a 
programmatic and tiered approach to addressing the University’s storage issues.  This is 
an important topic, and he encouraged this committee to receive an update in the fall on 
the storage report that will be issued in June. 
 
IV).  Members unanimously approved the March 3, 2009 minutes. 
 
V).  Geoffrey Maruyama, associate vice president, system academic administration, 
announced that an external review of the Office of Information Technology will be 
conducted on April 27 and April 28, 2009.  This review is being coordinated by the 
Office of the Senior Vice President for System Academic Administration, and is part of 
the ongoing cycle of reviews of all University offices.  This committee is invited to meet 
with the review team from 11:25 – 12:10 on Tuesday, April 28 in 405 Walter Library.  
Members interested in attending this session should RSVP to geoff@umn.edu by Friday, 
April 17, 2009. 
 
The external review team is made up of Jack McCredie, chair, former CIO at UC 
Berkeley; Steven R. Fleagle, associate Vice President and CIO, University of Iowa; 
Stephen Lehmkuhle, chancellor, University of Minnesota Rochester; and Kathleen 
Starkoff, CIO at Ohio State University. 
 
Mr. Sanders stated that he plans to attend the Tuesday session, and he encouraged others 
on the committee to do so as well.  He added that he would be willing to bring forward 
any questions from members who have scheduling conflicts and are unable to attend. 
 



Associate Vice President Maruyama added that as part of this review a faculty session 
will be held on Monday, April 27 from 4:15 – 4:55, and this is an alternative time that 
members who are unable to make the Tuesday session could attend. 
 
VI).  Mr. Sanders stated that at the May meeting the committee will receive a report from 
the PEL RCA team on their survey results.  Additionally, Lance Cunningham will be in 
attendance to provide information on videoconferencing. 
 
Mr. Sanders thanked members for their participation in today’s meeting and stated that he 
looked forward to seeing everyone at the May 5th meeting.  Hearing no further business, 
he adjourned the meeting. 
 
        Renee Dempsey 
        University Senate 
 
 
 
 
 


