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Systems Integrator Launches Innovative Software with Minimal Capital Investment

	
	
	
	


“Windows Azure enables us to move into the realm of the ISV. We’re already experts at delivering custom software for customers. We can now take these skills and build a software product, delivering it to a potentially massive user base—but without the risk of hosting it on our own infrastructure.” 
Dan Scarfe, Chief Executive Officer, Dot Net Solutions
To improve its own development process, Dot Net Solutions created a virtual project-collaboration application. When the software, called ScrumWall, drew great interest from customers, the company used Windows Azure™ to offer it as a hosted service. The solution made it possible for Dot Net Solutions to bring its new product to market quickly, with minimal investment costs, while offering superior performance to users. 

Business Needs
Dot Net Solutions is a systems integrator based in the United Kingdom. A Microsoft® Gold Certified partner, the company uses an agile software development methodology to accommodate changing business requirements and prioritize the delivery of defect-free products. Dot Net Solutions relies on the Scrum approach to project management in which development teams use a project wall—typically an actual office wall divided into sections—to physically represent the phases of a project as it progresses to completion. Paper sticky notes indicate specific tasks and are moved between the sections to indicate progress.

The company was challenged by the fact that information on the project wall was difficult to share with remote team members. Dan Scarfe, Chief Executive Officer of Dot Net Solutions, says, “We sent pictures of the wall in e-mail and held teleconferences, but the process was cumbersome. We needed a way to easily collaborate, even when people couldn’t physically come together.”

So, the company developed an application, called ScrumWall, which uses the Microsoft Silverlight™ browser plug-in to create a virtual project wall with notes that can be manipulated on-screen. Changes are immediately visible on all users’ screens, so progress can be updated and followed in real time. The application was a success within the company and also garnered interest from the company’s customers. Because of this, Dot Net Solutions considered marketing the application as a hosted service. “But for us to launch a hosted service would have required a large investment in hardware and support staff,” says Scarfe. “The worst scenario would be for customers to have a lousy experience because of an under-specified infrastructure. On the other hand, we didn’t want to risk wasting huge amounts of money on hardware and resources that might go unused.”

Solution

Dot Net Solutions evaluated hosted infrastructure offerings from several vendors, such as Amazon Elastic Compute Cloud (EC2), but found that they “offered infrastructure as a service rather than a platform,” says Scarfe. “EC2, for instance, wouldn’t have removed the management headaches. We wanted to migrate our code to ‘the cloud’ without having to manage the underlying operating system or hosting infrastructure.” 

The company found its answer in Windows Azure™ from Microsoft, an Internet-based operating system that serves as a development, service hosting, and service management environment. The solution is hosted in Microsoft data centers and also provides developer services to create flexible, cost-effective solutions. “Windows Azure removes all of the headaches of managing the operating system,” says Scarfe. “No other offering we evaluated came close to the Microsoft solution in terms of the flexibility and range of services it provides.”

A Silverlight 2 application, the ScrumWall relies on the Service Bus feature of Windows Azure to connect users over the Internet. “Windows Azure allows us to send messages about an action that has occurred—such as a sticky note being moved—and make that update instantly visible to all users,” explains Scarfe. All a user needs to access a ScrumWall project wall is a Web browser, the Silverlight plug-in, and a Windows Live™ ID. 

Two developers spent three days migrating the ScrumWall code from Dot Net Solutions servers to Windows Azure. Scarfe claims that this timeframe would have been even shorter had the company used Microsoft SQL Azure, a scalable, distributed relational database service that is built on Microsoft SQL Server® data management software. “This was before SQL Azure was available,” explains Scarfe. “Otherwise, the migration would have taken a matter of hours.” Windows Azure integrates with the Microsoft Visual Studio® development system. “For a developer, building a Windows Azure application is a very familiar experience,” claims Scarfe.

Benefits

Dot Net Solutions used Windows Azure to bring a new product to market without a risky capital investment, allowing the company to safely foray into new territory that may hold high revenue potential. The launch required minimal effort due to the easy migration of code to the new environment.


Minimal Investment Risk
Dot Net Solutions lowered its investment costs by eliminating the need for an on premises infrastructure for the ScrumWall. And, because Windows Azure provides automated service management, the company does not have to hire additional support staff. “With Windows Azure, we know that if demand for the ScrumWall isn’t there, we won’t be facing a huge infrastructure bill,” says Scarfe. “But if demand is there, the infrastructure we need to support it will also be there.” 

Expanded Business Opportunities

With Windows Azure, Dot Net Solutions can expand its offerings from service oriented systems integration to software development and marketing, the type of software development more characteristic of an independent software vendor (ISV). “The ability to also sell software builds value in our company. Windows Azure enables us to move into the realm of the ISV. We’re already experts at delivering custom software for customers. We can now take these skills and build a software product, delivering it to a potentially massive user base—but without the risk of hosting it on our own infrastructure.” says Scarfe.

Ease of Deployment

Dot Net Solutions adopted Windows Azure very easily. The transition of code from the company’s on-premises environment to Windows Azure took a matter of days. “As a leader in developing bespoke solutions for our clients, moving to Windows Azure required no new training for our development staff,” says Scarfe. And even though the company deployed on a prerelease version of the solution, “it is very, very solid. We have paid no penalty from being an early adopter. In fact, we’ve gotten a head start. I encourage others to start building on Windows Azure, right now.”

For more information about other Microsoft customer successes, please visit: �HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com/casestudies"�www.microsoft.com/casestudies�
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Partner Profile


Dot Net Solutions is a United Kingdom–based systems integrator specializing in building bespoke solutions with Microsoft® products and technologies. The company takes pride in producing defect-free software—on time and within budget.
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