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ou've probably seen the computer
Y commercials of “working from the cloud”

or maybe your company stores its data
“on the cloud,” but what exactly is the “cloud?”

The term “cloud computing” refers to a
computing environment where: computer
programs and data are stored on very high end
computers located within one or more secure
data center(s), and users therefore access that
system via a secure internet browser or web
connection.

Most internet connections come through
wireless devices, so we refer to this environment
as one that functions “in the clouds” or more
simply “cloud computing.”

Confused? To help differentiate between cloud
computing and traditional local area network
computing, the following two terms are used:
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‘cloud computing,” which was described above,
and it should also be noted that cloud computing
is a subscription-based licensing model that
eliminates the need for any large up-front
investment (servers, etc.). ‘Cloud computing’ is
essentially synonymous with the term ‘software
as a service." The other term is ‘on-premise
computing,” which means that programs and
data are stored on computers that are located
“on your premises” or within your own building.
On-premise computing requires a large up-front
charge for software licensing and more.

Why is cloud computing a
'better idea?’

It's probably fair to say that few if any rental
business owners wake up each morning thinking
about what new computer equipment can they
purchase. Yet, the quality of the computers that
are used to run a business has a huge impact on
the performance and speed in which business is
transacted and information is retrieved.

Data Centers that host cloud computing use the
highest level of equipment available to deliver
robust performance to their customers. They can
do this far less expensively because they then
share the hardware among multiple users.

If you're wondering, “But doesn't this ‘sharing’
cause security concerns?” No, it doesn't
at all. Here's an analogy that might help you
understand it better. Think of the differences
between maintaining your key financial
documents in a strong box hidden in your
home versus storing them in a safe deposit box
maintained in a bank vault. The safe deposit
box within the bank is stored with all of your
neighbors documents but you still rightfully
feel secure because of the bank's security
procedures, alarms and links to the police station
should something occur. The same is true for
sharing computing power in the cloud. The
technical term for this is ‘multi-tenancy.” The
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end result is that
you get to drive the
Ferrari while paying
for a Ford.

From a rental
manager's or owner's
viewpoint, cloud computing equals more
functionally, faster implementation, timely
updates, accessibility, integration and right
sizing, which makes cloud computing an overall
better idea for data storage.

Here is a breakdown of each feature and how it
can affect business.
MORE FUNCTIONALITY Traditional on-premise
or onsite software is licensed in modules. The
modules that are licensed (or not licensed)
determine the functionality that is available to
the system user. A developing trend in the cloud
computing arena is to offer an all-up license
where users can access all available functionality
for the same licensing fee. Offering a single all-up
license makes it easier for the software supplier
to manage their product while removing the
nickel and diming that is often associated with
software licensing.
FASTER IMPLEMENTATION By eliminating the
need for file servers and desktop configurations,
you completely remove the cost and time
related to computer hardware. In addition, cloud
computing offerings tend to be industry specific,
so when you combine a simple all-up license with
industry specificity, you end up with an out-of-
the-box system that meets virtually all of your
business needs. It is important to note that “out-
of-the-box" does not eliminate any company's
ability to customize their system to their unique
requirements.
TIMELY UPDATES Software publishers are
constantly adding new features and functions to
their system. Under the old on-premise model
of computing, it was difficult at best to get
these new features and functions implemented
within their existing customer base. With cloud

computing, software publishers can update their
existing customer systems without interrupting
their day to day usage of the system. As a result,
existing customers become the first to use new
features and functions rather than the last ones
touse it.

ACCESSIBILITY Let's face it, to be successful
in this competitive world we need access to
our systems 24/7. With cloud computing, rental
owners, fleet managers and more have access
to their systems from anywhere in the world,
at any time of day, through most any device
that has access to the Internet, which includes
smartphones, iPads and any other device with
web browsing capability. The point is, unlike
"On-Premise” software that is configured to
specific workstations, Cloud Systems simply rely
on Internet Browsers for their user interface.
Removing restrictions that are associated with
"device dependency” means that business
owners will not have to re-invest in hardware just
to gain access to their systems.
INTEGRATION There is a great deal of
development going on within the cloud
computing community. One of the goals of
cloud computing that is already available to
rental businesses is the seamless integration
of multiple software offerings within a single
solution. For example, RMI's Advantage software
for the equipment rental, sales and service
industry has the following built into it:

CCH sales tax rate updates for the US and

Canada

Complete document management

functionality

Microsoft Office (Word, Excel, PowerPoint,

etc.)

Microsoft Outlook

Microsoft Business Productivity Office Suite
(BPOS) with functionality such as Exchange
Server, Live Meeting and Share Point services
Web portal - with your system already
operating in the cloud, it becomes pretty
simple to add secure and controlled web
access to your system thus allowing
customers to self serve

Hand-held devices - again, web browsing
technology eliminates device-specific
integration issues. Most of today's hand held
devices have web browsing capability that
makes them usable with a cloud computing
system.

The point of all this is that the cloud lends
itself naturally to what was before a difficult
process of software integration and sharing. This
natural integration now brings the 'best of breed’
software and devices to rental companies as if it
were all coming from one, single source.

RIGHT SIZING The software industry estimates
that 35 percent of the number of user licenses
issued go unused. Yet, annual enhancement

and upgrade fees are based upon the value of
your software including the value of the unused
licenses. If the recent economic downturn has
taught us anything, it taught us the need to be
able to adjust the size of software license(s) to
correspond with current needs. Cloud computing
is synonymous with on-demand computing where
licensing, data storage and processing speed can
be increased/decreased instantly to correspond
with current needs.

So what's the downside?

Ironically, the most frequently mentioned
negative to cloud computing is actually one of
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the benefits of cloud computing.

You can probably guess that we are

talking about data security.

Cloud-based systems are usually
hosted in Tier 3 compliant data
centers. Tier 3 data centers are one
step shy of the Tier 4 protection afforded to the
US Government's top secret data.

The principle difference between Tier 3 and
Tier 4 rests in the fact that in Tier 4, the security
guards wear guns.

The Tier 3 data center maintains redundant
access security (e.g. a badge doesn't get you
into the data center, the badge must be matched
to a thumb print that is verified while the person
is in @ man-trap area that is locked from both
sides!), as well as redundant data storage, power,
power supply and internet access among other
security processes.

Tier 3 compliance mandates a minimum of
complete daily backups of your system coupled
with secure offsite storage with a minimum of
three weeks retention before re-cycling of the
backup drives.

If a business owner compared his or hers
current data security measures with the security
of operating through a cloud-based system the
best he or she could hope for was equal security.
Fortunately (or, unfortunately), they will
typically find that the level of security offered
through a cloud-based solution is significantly
higher than what they are now experiencing.

Think about it: it all started with the
development of main frame computers. Then
came mini computers, followed by personal
computers (PCs). After that, the Internet
marched along and web browsing was short on
its tail.

Cloud computing is the latest paradigm change
in the way we process business transactions
and run our businesses. It's here, it's now and it
makes business more efficient and less costly to
operate. ALH

JANUARY-FEBRUARY 2011 Access, Lift & Handlers 35



