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Introduction to Realtime Publishers
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For several years now, Realtime has produced dozens and dozens of high‐quality books
that just happen to be delivered in electronic format—at no cost to you, the reader. We’ve
made this unique publishing model work through the generous support and cooperation of
our sponsors, who agree to bear each book’s production expenses for the benefit of our
readers.
Although we’ve always offered our publications to you for free, don’t think for a moment
that quality is anything less than our top priority. My job is to make sure that our books are
as good as—and in most cases better than—any printed book that would cost you $40 or
more. Our electronic publishing model offers several advantages over printed books: You
receive chapters literally as fast as our authors produce them (hence the “realtime” aspect
of our model), and we can update chapters to reflect the latest changes in technology.
I want to point out that our books are by no means paid advertisements or white papers.
We’re an independent publishing company, and an important aspect of my job is to make
sure that our authors are free to voice their expertise and opinions without reservation or
restriction. We maintain complete editorial control of our publications, and I’m proud that
we’ve produced so many quality books over the past years.
I want to extend an invitation to visit us at http://nexus.realtimepublishers.com, especially
if you’ve received this publication from a friend or colleague. We have a wide variety of
additional books on a range of topics, and you’re sure to find something that’s of interest to
you—and it won’t cost you a thing. We hope you’ll continue to come to Realtime for your
educational needs far into the future.
Until then, enjoy.
Don Jones
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Why Your Legacy Application Data Needs
to Be Connected to the Cloud
An airline wants to cooperate with a credit card company’s rewards program, enabling
credit card rewards points to be transferred to the airline’s frequent flier program. That
program is managed by a mainframe‐based application.
A manufacturing firm wants to outsource their customer relationship management (CRM)
software to a software‐as‐a‐service (SaaS) provider but needs to provide real‐time data
from their mainframe‐based inventory and product control systems.
A retailer wants to implement a new distribution center product‐shipment system but
needs to interface that system to their mainframe‐based inventory control application.
It’s happening more and more: Companies in a variety of industries want to do more with
their business. They don’t want their mainframe system to hold them back, but they’re not
interested in replacing the mainframe, which in most cases does a great job of doing what it
was designed to do. They just want to use that data in more places, giving themselves more
business agility. In more and more of these cases, they want that mainframe data to be used
in “the cloud.”

The Cloud Is Real. The Cloud Is Relevant.
It’s easy to think of “the cloud” as just another overused IT marketing term. We’re
bombarded with cloud‐based promises almost every day. The fact, however, is that the
cloud is real. Every day, thousands of companies process transactions in cloud‐based
services. More and more companies are outsourcing selected applications and functionality
to the cloud—CRM, business intelligence, email, collaboration, and more. The cloud is
giving businesses new options and opportunities to reduce costs, reduce business
distractions, and increase their flexibility and agility.
The cloud and its supporting technologies offer an unprecedented level of integration
between business partners. Information can be more easily exchanged, validated, and
stored. Companies no longer need to rely on slow, manual, batch data transfers conducted
via physical media or scheduled FTP transfers. Instead, companies can interact in real‐time,
exchanging exactly the data they want in a fast, secure fashion. An airline can show you
how many frequent flier miles are available to be transferred from your credit card’s
rewards account, and an online dinner‐reservations service can check on the availability of
a table at that hot new restaurant in town.
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Cloud technologies have enabled a whole new breed of outsourced service, whether you
call it SaaS or some other term. With real‐time data exchange, these services are more than
just a service that you pay for and consume; they can become an integral part of your
infrastructure by accessing key data from your in‐house systems—blurring the line
between “cloud” and “data center” and providing the right set of services, at the right time,
to your business. A cloud‐based business intelligence (BI) platform can access sales data
from your internal systems, helping you to answer business questions and make smarter
decisions going forward.
Cloud technologies can even make it easier to share data between your internal systems by
relying on well‐understood, industry‐standard protocols for communications and data
exchange. Your order‐tracking system can send shipping information to a shipment‐
processing system as well as to a credit card merchant system, speeding up and automating
order processing and fulfillment. You gain greater abilities to use off‐the‐shelf systems and
components as part of an integrated system—without having to custom‐integrate them.
The big problem arises when your legacy data—the data living on your mainframe—
becomes involved. Mainframes have typically been big, monolithic, all‐inclusive
environments. They don’t always work and play well with other systems, and when they do
integrate, they like to do so on their own terms. Most mainframe applications were
designed well before the advent of the Internet, let alone the concepts that make up the
modern cloud. Those legacy applications can hold you back.

How Your Legacy Apps Are Holding Your Data Hostage
The ultimate problem is that, given a desire to integrate that mainframe‐based data with
other systems, you’re left with few choices, and they all seem like bad ones. Mainframe
applications aren’t generally designed to expose application programming interfaces (APIs)
so that other applications can interact with their data. Mainframe apps don’t typically
provide direct database access, either. Instead, they’re based on ages‐old, manual entry
screens, typically conducted through terminal emulation software or other user interface
layers.
Sure, you could change all that, but reprogramming a mainframe application is a big move.
It’s risky because you’re tampering with an application that forms a core part of your
business. It’s time‐consuming because most companies typically maintain a long backlog of
application changes they’d like to make—and because working slowly and carefully is the
only way to help reduce the risk of messing with such a mission‐critical piece of the
business.
In other words, connecting your legacy data with other applications is risky, difficult, and
time‐consuming. Many companies prefer to simply not do it, meaning they have to content
themselves with leaving their data locked up inside those mainframe applications. They
have to be happy leaving their data hostage. The good news is that it doesn’t have to be that
way.
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Connecting Your Legacy Data to the Cloud
In the next article in this series, we’ll examine some of the traditional approaches to making
that connection—and look at some of the downsides of those approaches. In the final
article in this series, we’ll see what new techniques and technologies exist to help make
that connection with less risk, less time, and less complexity. However, to make sure those
new techniques and technologies can meet real‐world business needs, we need to spell out
some of the reasons businesses want to free their mainframe‐based data and bring it to the
cloud.

Enable Cloud Application Integration
One major reason companies want to unlock their legacy data is to enable integration with
cloud‐based applications. As already mentioned, companies are increasingly turning to
cloud‐based applications for select functionality. Although it’s unreasonable to expect most
companies to outsource all of their software, companies are finding value in outsourcing
complex, difficult‐to‐maintain, hard‐to‐deploy applications that threaten to be a business
distraction otherwise. Big enterprise‐class applications are a prime target: CRM, enterprise
resource planning (ERP), BI, email and collaboration software, and so on.
These applications, however, don’t exist in a vacuum. In order to provide the best
functionality and the most value, these cloud applications need to access certain kinds of
data, usually maintained in applications that are more core to the business’ operation,
which businesses quite reasonably want to keep in their own data centers. That might be a
BI system that needs to access product and sales data, or it might be a CRM system that
needs to access customer order information. The real trick to moving to these cloud‐based
applications is in doing so while still giving them the tight integration with in‐house data
that you’d get if implementing those applications in your own data center.
In companies that rely primarily on PC‐based computing, this integration often comes in
the form of direct access to databases and applications. Newer applications are often
written with data‐sharing APIs, and they run on standardized, easily‐accessible databases
such as Microsoft SQL Server, Oracle, and the like. Those are all easily‐accessible using on‐
site agents and other techniques. However, if your data is locked up inside a mainframe
application, getting at it can be much more difficult.

Enable External Partnerships
Companies are increasingly looking to exchange data with each other about their mutual
customers—and not just for cross‐marketing purposes, as has often been the case in the
past. Instead, companies are offering real integration of their services and partnerships,
presenting customers with a more seamless experience. Online financial management
systems pull bank account transactions in real‐time. Customer loyalty programs exchange
points between customers. Customer appointments and reservations can be made through
popular partner Web sites. These and other scenarios are becoming more and more
common.
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One approach to creating this kind of connectivity has been to implement custom systems.
For example, one popular restaurant reservations Web site requires that restaurants use
the site’s own on‐premises dining room management software, enabling the site to
remotely access table availability and create reservations. That’s suitable for some
circumstances, but companies are increasingly interested in creating that kind of
integration with their own systems rather than adopting new systems. Such is especially
the case with companies that have put one or more mainframe applications at the core of
their business.
Yet mainframe applications are, as has been outlined, difficult to integrate with. How can a
remote business partner’s systems insert data into your mainframe application when the
only way to enter that information is through a terminal emulator and manual entry? How
can you ensure that the incoming data is valid, and that it won’t bypass the business
controls and validation built‐in to your mainframe application? That’s a key challenge in
enabling this kind of integration, and something we’ll consider carefully in the forthcoming
articles in this series.

Enable Internal Users and Integration
Another kind of integration that companies are wanting more and more is to simply
integrate their own internal systems more closely. As companies acquire new, non‐
mainframe applications and systems, they want those systems to be able to access the core
data contained in the mainframe applications that run the business. That kind of
integration typically involves a per‐project modification of the mainframe application—
something that, as has been stated, can be expensive, time‐consuming, risky, and complex.

How Your Legacy Apps Can Become the Back‐End to Your Own Cloud
What’s really needed is a way to expose mainframe data in a single, consistent fashion.
Ideally, that method will include standards‐based communications so that a broader range
of communications and data transfer is automatically available.
The idea, in fact, is to make your mainframe the back‐end for your own private “cloud.”
You’ll provide specific interfaces that enable access to your legacy data by external
systems—whether those systems are in‐house, owned by a cloud computing provider, or
owned by a business partner. That’s what we’ll explore in the next two articles.
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