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	Trade Me Limited 
	
	Solution Overview

	Trade Me Trades-Up to .NET

For a company whose daily lifeblood is the reliable operation of its portfolio of websites, the decision to migrate to new technology requires careful consideration. With concerns about their ability to continue scaling their existing technology and finding it increasingly difficult to recruit top developers, Trade Me Limited made the call to migrate from Microsoft’s® ASP to Microsoft’s® ASP.NET.

Following a successful migration, Trade Me is now confident that its websites will continue to meet the performance levels upon which it has carved its reputation in New Zealand, as well as its ability to recruit and retain the best IT talent. 

It’s a story most New Zealanders are familiar with. Trade Me built their flagship website (www.trademe.co.nz) in 1999 offering free classified advertising and quickly moved into online auctions. The site has grown at a phenomenal pace; from 10,000 members in 2000, it now boasts 1.2 million. 

Founder, Sam Morgan, was prompted to build the site after an online search for a second-hand heater netted only week-old listings for items which had already been sold. As Trade Me’s Development Manager, Rowan Simpson, explains, the technology the site was built on hadn’t changed much since.

“The site was originally built by Sam on his laptop, using Microsoft Active Server Pages (ASP) and a SQL Server database.  That’s more or less the technology we had stuck with. A lot of functionality had been added since then, but broadly speaking it was still a very simple set-up.”

From its humble beginning, the site has become New Zealand’s most popular website, serving 67% of all domestic web pages. In March 2006, the Trade Me website received around 2.6 million unique visitors and served 747 million pages. By comparison, the Xtra news website served 87 million pages, while the New Zealand Herald online served 24 million
. 

As the business continued to grow it was clear to the Trade Me team that they needed to ensure that the technology foundations were kept up-to-date. 

“While our technology was performing well, we weren’t sure how long that would last as we continued to grow rapidly.

“In terms of scalability and performance, we didn’t have any immediate problems. We were comfortable with the technology but there was always that unknown hanging over us that we didn’t know how far we could push it. 

“We expect to host 35 million auctions this year, so we need to be incredibly confident in our technology. The code was starting to age and we felt it was appropriate for us to move to newer technology before we were forced to.”

A further issue for Trade Me was attracting the best developers.

“We have experienced a substantial amount of growth in the past few years. We have grown the company to 58 staff in a short period of time so hiring is something we think about a lot. When trying to recruit developers, we found that the people we really wanted to hire had a greater interest in working with newer tools and languages.” 

A natural progression

For Trade Me the solution was obvious. Upgrading to Microsoft’s ASP.NET technology was the natural progression.

“We certainly considered other technologies, but migrating our existing ASP code to ASP.NET was by far the easiest and lowest risk option. We are a Microsoft shop. The technologies that we know best are Microsoft products.

“We could have thrown out what we had and started again using Java, or an equivalent language, but it would have involved a much greater disruption to our business and much more risk in managing the change.  We’ve been able to complete the migration to ASP.NET quickly and in a managed way.

“Our architecture is very simple: our sites are built using ASP.NET; all of our code is Visual Basic .NET.  From the application we call stored procedures to access a SQL Server database. We don’t have any unnecessary layers or complex middleware; we’re very much focused on keeping the application simple and easy to manage. 

Managing uncertainties 

Simpson says the company took a reasonably conservative approach to the upgrade as there were a number of unknowns facing them when they first started to look at the project.

“I spent some time in the United Kingdom working with ASP.NET and I came back to New Zealand quite excited about it. I had worked for Trade Me previously so I understood how the sites worked and I could see the potential this new technology offered. However, it was important to approach the migration carefully so that we didn’t take on any unnecessary risks.

“There were a lot of unknowns: how .NET would perform under serious load, whether we could complete the migration without disrupting the site, and whether we could take our existing developers and train them in .NET.” 

To mitigate those risks, Trade Me started with their smaller sites to prove that a successful migration was possible   SafeTrader was first, with Old Friends following soon after. 

“We learned a lot from the Old Friends migration. It took us three weeks to complete and at the end of that we paused to identify all of the things we needed to think about before migrating the two larger sites. It was a hugely useful project.”

The process of migrating Old Friends allowed Simpson and his team to identify one major issue.

“With Old Friends we migrated the whole site at once, but Trade Me and FindSomeone are too large. We couldn’t afford to stop all other development for that long, so we came up with a solution that allowed us to run ASP and ASP.NET in parallel.  Those sites were migrated in smaller steps, and it worked very well.”

Supporting a process of incremental enhancement  

Simpson says the project was a huge success and they are already seeing encouraging results.

“Since the migration to ASP.NET we’ve seen a 10-15% reduction in CPU usage on web servers as well as significantly improved memory management, resulting in far fewer page faults. Together with a shift to Windows 2003 Web Edition around the same time, the migration has enabled us to reduce the number of web servers from twelve to nine which means we can accommodate more growth on our existing platform. 

“In terms of our recruitment, we’re in a much stronger position now. All of the people we’ve hired recently have .NET experience.  As we continue to grow we hope to continue to attract the top .NET developers to come and work with us.”

The move to .NET has also had a positive impact on Trade Me’s existing team of developers who are excited about working with the new technology.

“The team has worked very hard on this project and the fact that we’ve been able to accomplish it in the time we have with so little disruption is definitely a credit to them. It has been a lot of work for them but it’s a change they definitely buy into and they’re all incredibly enthusiastic about it.”

Although the development team has always used previous versions of Visual Studio, migrating to Visual Studio .NET helped them realise the product’s additional capabilities.

“There is a lot of functionality in Visual Studio that we hadn’t been using, which good developers take for granted. 

“Constantly changing our application is a core part of our business and our strategy. We deploy changes to the web sites every day. In that environment it’s important that we’re able to make increasingly complex changes quickly and easily. Using Visual Studio more effectively is an important part of this.

Staying a step ahead

Having taken this step, Trade Me is keen to ensure it doesn’t fall behind again.

“We’ve been working with the team from Microsoft for some time now, looking at ASP.NET 2.0 and Visual Studio 2005. In the end, we decided not to aggressively include those products in our migration plans, but we’re excited about moving over as soon as the time is right.” 

“With the current migration complete we can sit down and think about how and when to move to ASP.NET 2.0. It’s a question of when, not if.”

According to Simpson, the application’s future is a work-in-progress.

“One of the things we’ve learned as we grow is that it doesn’t make sense to plan too far ahead.  Anything we try to anticipate generally turns out differently. The best thing for us to do is focus on the immediate opportunities. I have no doubt that we will take the application to the next level as we continue to grow.”
	
	“Since the migration to ASP.NET we’ve seen a 10-15% reduction in CPU usage on web servers as well as significantly improved memory management, resulting in far fewer page faults. Together with a shift to Windows 2003 Web Edition around the same time, the migration has enabled us to reduce the number of web servers by 25% which means we can accommodate more growth on our existing platform.” 
Rowan Simpson
Development Manager
Trade Me Limited
Customer Profile
Trade Me Limited provides an online marketplace, attracting 2.6 million visitors per month. Established in 1999, the site grew quickly and is now responsible for serving 67% of all web pages viewed in New Zealand.

The company does not advertise and attributes its popularity to word of mouth and its relentless focus on usability. 

Web Site 
www.trademe.co.nz 

www.findsomeone.co.nz    

www.oldfriends.co.nz 

www.safetrader.co.nz 

Industry

E-Commerce

Software and Development

Scenario 
Manageability

Reliability

Scalability

Customer Size
Mid-sized

Business Situation 

The Trade Me site has been a runaway success story and since it was first built it has been performing well.

However, as the site’s popularity grew, the Trade Me team realised that they would sooner or later need to refresh the underlying technology.  This would enable them to attract the best technical staff and retain their existing team.

They also saw that there were technical benefits that a migration to Microsoft’s .NET platform would offer. 

Solution Summary

Trade Me migrated all four of its websites (Trade Me, FindSomeone, Old Friends and SafeTrader) to Microsoft’s ASP.NET and Visual Basic .NET. 

Value to Business

· Security in knowing system will scale to meet future needs.

· Decreased operational and management costs

· Increased room for system to scale with additional customer demands

· Better staff retention and recruitment prospects

Value to IT

· Increased CPU performance and memory management on web servers 

· Reduction in number of web servers necessary to serve application

· Improved development tool support

· Resulting in increased levels of productivity in internal IT Teams.
Microsoft Technology
· Microsoft® Visual Studio 2003

· Microsoft® SQL Server 2000
· Microsoft® Windows 2003 Web Edition

· .NET framework
· Internet Information Server 

· ASP .NET 
· T-SQL Stored Procedures
· Visual Basic .NET
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http://www.microsoft.com/casestudies
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