
Taking IT from “the backroom to the boardroom,” as many organisations today are 
striving to do, is a feat of both cultural and technological re-engineering. It is seen in 
an evolution of people, processes, and technology. Australia’s largest university, the 
University of Sydney, is undergoing an IT services transformation — from a devolved 
and free-spirited IT to what will soon be a centralised command-and-control, shared 
services approach. 

MISSING LINKS
Ten campuses; forty-fi ve thousand students; billion-plus revenue; three-and-a-half thousand 
administrative staff; and a rating as the world’s 35th best university. These impressive numbers 
affi rm the University of Sydney’s top position among Australia’s tertiary providers. Nonetheless, 
Doug Vail, the university’s operations manager, wasn’t about to let these achievements rose-tint 
his view of the university’s IT organisation. 

In his mind, market leadership demands IT leadership, and he wasn’t convinced that devolved IT 
practices and IT leadership inside the organisation would maintain the university’s pre-eminent 
position. Though acknowledging that the IT organisation was, in fact, maturing, his immediate 
concerns were adopting tools required to moderate IT performance and drive IT service man-
agement. “We lacked appropriate processes and tools, and were largely devoid of any sort of 
performance measurements or monitoring tools.”

In response, Vail and the 180-person IT team adopted a self-styled continuous improvement 
culture, aiming to advance IT agility and service responsiveness. “Before we were the techo’s 
locked in the cell, just keeping things ticking over. But, we had to fi x our own backyard before 
thinking about centralising IT and migrating to a shared services model,” Vail said.  

FOLLOW THE LEADER
In launching his IT change strategy, Vail acknowledged the pockets of IT excellence spread across 
the university. Some departments had developed systems that Vail described as “leading edge,” 
and there was nothing to be gained by disestablishing those working systems, particularly at 
such an early stage. Rather than laying down the law, it was Vail’s intention to establish the 
architecture that provided users with better options. Getting there fi rst required his department 
to get its own house in order — a task made easier by implementing the right approach to 
spearhead IT service management.

“In some cases, it made sense simply to offer support. In other situations — for example, where 
small IT shops of three-to-four people were managing mail servers and the like — centralising 
those services would introduce effi ciencies and more consistent service across the University,” 
Vail said.

The adoption of the IT Infrastructure Library® (ITIL®) gave impetus to Vail’s technology vision — 
Business Service Management — which he made a point of seeding with both IT and organisation users. 
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Business Need
The University of Sydney, Australia’s largest 
tertiary provider, wanted to transform its IT 
infrastructure by taking IT from “the backroom 
to the boardroom” and, in the process, creat-
ing a shared services approach. 

Solution
The university turned to BMC — and Business 
Service Management — to support a phased 
approach to IT service excellence by fi rst 
streamlining batch processing and demystify-
ing performance issues. 

 Results 
> IT incidents have diminished signifi cantly, 

thanks to faster resolution times and a 
clearer picture of root causes.

> Batch processing has been restrained within 
nightly timeframes, despite growing data-
bases.

> An elevated view of IT infrastructure pro-
motes proactive systems management and 
eliminates “needle in a haystack” problem 
detection and resolution. 

> A centralised management system supports 
IT Infrastructure Library® (ITIL®) best prac-
tices.

> Established foundation technologies will 
eventually directly link individual IT compo-
nents with service provision
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that Promote IT Service Excellence
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“I’d been pushing Business Service 
Management for some time. We’ve 
taken a phased approach, introduc-
ing people to different aspects rather 
than saying, ‘this is what we need, 
here’s the big bang, let’s put it in.’ By 
doing it systematically, we introduced 
a level of understanding to manage-
ment and my own staff, so everyone 
could embrace it. And, from that 
point, it all started to fi t into a bigger 
picture, shifting our focus to the tools 
for implementing the theory.”

Doug Vail
Operations Manager
The University of Sydney

“I’d been pushing Business Service Management for some time. We’ve taken a phased approach, 
introducing people to different aspects rather than saying, ‘this is what we need, here’s the big 
bang, let’s put it in’,” Vail said. “By doing it systematically, we introduced a level of understanding to 
management and my own staff, so everyone could embrace it. From that point, it all started to fi t 
into a bigger picture, shifting our focus to the tools for implementing the theory.”    

LIGHTS ON
The plan spotlighted critical early wins, including streamlined batch processing and automated 
server and application performance management. 

The organisation’s existing batch scheduling software wasn’t doing the job — nightly batch 
processing of fi nance system backups and maintenance was taking too long, creeping into 
working hours. A growing database magnifi ed the problem, says Vail. “It was ridiculous. 
There was wasted time between jobs, and when one job overran, the next was invalidated, 
causing reconciliation issues. A 12-hour window quickly grew to 14 hours, but only six hours of 
processing actually occurred.” These irregularities drove IT staff to work overtime to manage job 
crashes, so systems unavailability couldn’t be blamed on maintenance.

The fi rst step saw the university adopt the BMC CONTROL-M agentless scheduling solution 
to manage batch processing and keep job completion within the nightly timeframe — despite 
database growth. “We then added dependencies, running concurrent jobs without impacting 
processing,” Vail said. Adding error routines opened the door to automation, minimising the 
impact of job crashes and mapping recovery processes. 

BMC Performance Manager came next, demystifying performance issues on each infrastructure 
layer and eliminating a “needle in a haystack” approach to root cause detection and 
management. “Before BMC Performance Manager, I would receive a call informing me that the 
student system was performing poorly, but I would have no indication of where the problem 
lay,” Vail said. “So the fi rst thing I had to do was jump on the phone and check if there were any 
database issues. Then, I’d run downstairs and enquire about CPU. If that looked OK, we’d look at 
hardware and then look for bottlenecks in the middleware layer; same process for the Web. This 
continued for a considerable time period. Our people really didn’t understand the performance of 
their own layer or KPIs [key performance indicators].”

Replacing “home-grown” scripts that often provided contradictory assessments, BMC 
Performance Manager has been rolled out to database, application, and machine layers, 
establishing performance standards and associated alerts.  “A lot of the time, the system would 
crash because the database had run out of space. We had no idea that it was at 80 to 90 percent, 
so we were very reactive,” Vail said. Now, with the BMC solutions in place, violated thresholds 
activate warnings, allowing operators to take action before systems and services are impacted. 

In monitoring individual infrastructure layers, the university manages them more sensitively. 
“The rule of thumb was 90 percent CPU utilisation. However, in some cases, 70 percent was 
enough to degrade application performance,” Vail said. “So, we had to set different thresholds 
for different applications.  All of a sudden, we had a new understanding of bottlenecks and 
sticking points.” The upshot is that Vail’s team is now positioned for proactive management, 
reducing incidents caused by fundamental performance issues — unavailable disk space, server 
exhaustion, and the like. 

I.T. AGILITY
Knowing that true agility demands a vertical view of IT — from user “moments of truth” right 
down to individual supporting components. That’s why Vail is working to extend his BMC 
investment to manage IT infrastructure according to service demands and seasonality. Heavy 
demand periods, such as course enrolments, have traditionally stretched backend systems. In 
response, the university has virtualised many of its servers to accelerate provisioning and load 
balancing. Vail still wants to go further, however, understanding performance issues and their 
impact on services. Having completed a proof-of-concept exercise for BMC Service Impact 
Manager, he is excited by the possibilities. 

Key Products Used
> BMC CONTROL-M

> BMC Performance Manager for Servers

> BMC Performance Manager for Databases

> BMC Performance Manager Express

 



“It’s being more proactive, understanding the different services we need to provide (when they 
should be provided), and arresting problems before they occur,” Vail said. “We can talk with the 
business and say, ‘right, we need to add two or three more servers at this application layer and 
maybe one or two at the Web layer.’ We can also understand database performance, and operate 
proactively – not waiting for someone to say, ‘why is the system running slowly?’”

Vail expects to extend new systems management technologies to his service desk, adding 
event and service impact management to take the ongoing systems management mantle from 
technical staff. 

COUNTING ON PERFORMANCE 
Vail says the deployment has so far improved systems availability, performance, and server 
utilisation. Hard measures at this stage are elusive, but he is particularly pleased with declining 
incidents, which over the past year have diminished signifi cantly. He’s also detected a changing 
mindset among his people — new confi dence and eagerness to deliver service, rather than 
remain in the “boiler room” and keep their arms around IT. “Now it’s out there for everyone and 
anyone can see how the different layers are performing. I think that’s a good thing. It’s making 
people accountable and responsible for their area of expertise,” Vail said.

About the University of Sydney
The University of Sydney, founded in 1850, is 
Australia’s fi rst university, and has an international 
reputation for outstanding teaching.  It is also 
recognised as a centre of research excellence 
and an active and engaged community leader. 
The University of Sydney continues to rise in 
global rankings, confi rming its place within the 
top 40 universities in the world.

About BMC Software
BMC Software delivers the solutions IT needs 
to increase business value through better 
management of technology and IT processes. 
Our industry-leading Business Service Manage-
ment solutions help you reduce cost, lower 
risk of business disruption, and benefi t from 
an IT infrastructure built to support business 
growth and fl exibility. Only BMC provides best-
practice IT processes, automated technology 
management, and award-winning BMC Atrium 
technologies that offer a shared view into how 
IT services support business priorities. Known 
for enterprise solutions that span mainframe, 
distributed systems, and end-user devices, BMC 
also delivers solutions that address the unique 
challenges of the midsized business. Founded 
in 1980, BMC has offi ces worldwide and fi scal 
2007 revenues of $1.58 billion. Activate your 
business with the power of IT. www.bmc.com.
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