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According to the Delphi Consulting Group of Boston, it is estimated that 82% of companies are expected to have their desktops connected to an IP-based Intranet by the year 2000. If this is indeed the case, then most of that 82% will find themselves either replacing their PCs with network computers or installing network computers in addition to their existing PCs.  Companies such as Sun, IBM, and Oracle are very aware of this potential need and are gearing up to release their versions of the network computer.

Network computers are highly scaleble devices and can span a broad product range from the palmtop to the desktop. NC’s attach to the network and inter-operate with other network nodes in an IP-based network.  While there are a variety of NC’s ready to enter this new market niche, it is hopeful among the users that the NC makers will develop a set of standards upon which to then build individual features and functions unique to each particular system.

Why Network Computers are Important for the Future

Network Computers are important to the development of future-oriented business because they do three very important things.  One, they significantly reduce the operating, maintenance, and administrative costs of computer-based information systems.  Second, they provide businesses with a means to create a corporate-wide Intranet for which to communicate with their employees.  Finally, network computers fulfill the corporate goals of universal access for the customer and selective security for the company.

The basic idea of network computers is to provide a method of access to computer applications via a GUI interface without incurring the high operaating costs associated with a PC.  Network Computres are most likely to be popular with IS groups, primarily because the idea of an NC brings many issues back into the IS arena to be resolved.

What is a Network Computer?

Network Computers are computers that have minimal memory, disk storage and processor power designed to connect to a network, i.e. the Internet.  They are designed for a user who does not need the traditional high-powered PC, but can instead depend on the power of the available network server.  Network Computers are referred to as "non-PC Internet Access Devices" as "Thin Clients", or simply as "NC's".  Network Computers store the operating system, various applications, and data centrally such as on a client server, and then are loaded over the network as necesary.  

Advantages of a Network Computer

Ideally, the NC will lessen the burden of system administration and reduce system support costs for large networks of client systems.  Ideally, owning and operating a network computer will be significantly less than owning and operating a PC. For example, if one of the NC’s has a hardware failure, the support personnel must only unplug the faulty NC and replace it with a spare machine.  There is no need to re-install the software used by the machine as it simply downloads it from the server.  The NC can address any server, because it is server-based rather than a stand-alone desktop PC.  Another advantage of NC’s is that a user can log in on any machine because all the data is centrally stored on the network servers.  The user can then access their data and any needed programs from any machine that is connected to the network.

Disadvntages of a Network Computer

One potential disadvantage of using an NC where the data is centrally stored on network servers is that if a power failure occurs or the power is just turned off, all information is lost and must be downloaded again from the server.  Therefore, NC’s would not necessarily be the best choice for a user who needs an elaborate operating system for numerous large applications.  Another disadvantage of incorporating network computers into a business may be that of PC-withdrawal. 

Why a Network Computer is Important for Businesses

One reason NC’s are important for all businesses is that they will almost always provide inexpensive access to the Internet as well as a significant desktop productivity terminal for company-wide intranets.  The high cost of maintaining a PC that has numerous applications and large amounts of local storage is virtualy eliminated with the introduction of a network computer into the environment.

Another benefit of a network computer for many businesses is potential to become a major consumer product.  For example, one NC may be the one and only device used to control TV interfaces, various peripherals, as well as running various applications.  Essentially, the network computer could prove to be the jack-of-all-trades in the world of computer networking.

The Network Computer Market

The primary user for whom the NC is designed for is the corporate market.  Included in this market are include client/server computing users, Intranet, and PC-Lite home users who primarily want to browse the Web.  Included in these markets are those businesses and users who don’t need a full-blown PC, one that costs several thousand dollars a year to operate and maintain.  Instead, these users need a machine that can and don't need data to be stored locally.

Differences Between the PC and the NC

The main difference between a PC and an NC is that the NC has no permanent local storage.  In place of the traditional hard drive used for local storage, the NC gets its software and any data needed over the network from a central server.  An additional difference is that NC’s are based on the Java language and Web protocols whereas PCs are based on the need to store and retrieve data locally as well as run a variety and numerous applications, sometimes simultaneously.

Comparison of Network and Personal Computers

, NC Specifications, IBM Network Station, Common PC Standards

Protocols, HTTP, FTP, TCP/IP, TCP/IP, Any

Screen Resolution, 640x480 minimum, Up to 1600x 1200, 640 x 480 is standard

Keyboard, Required, Standard, Standard

Pointing Devices, Required, Standard, Standard

Processor, Any, PowerPC, X86

RAM, 1 MB minimum needed for Java VM; real-world environments could require 16 MB or more, 8 MB standard; real-world environments could require 16 MB or more, 8 MB standard; real-world environments could require 16 MB or more

Hard-disk, Optional, None, Standard

NFS, Required if device has file system, Yes, Optional

Languages Supported, Java, Java, Any

Windows Compatibility, With hosting product, Via Windows NT, Third-party software, Yes

Will Network Computers Replace the PC?

It is unlikely that network computers will completely replace PCs in the next year or two.  However, analyst Frank Gens predicts that by the year 2005, NC volume will equal that of the PC, and by the year 2010 network computers will be the principal choice for the majority of businesses.  The change from NC to PC will be partly attributed to the dramatic increase in advertising, buying and selling being done on the Internet.  Another reason that network computers will become so popular is that their starting price is so low.  Some estimates for Sun's JavaStation have been as low as $500.00.  The average however is around $750.00, while the average price for a typical PC around $1500.00.

How Network Computers fit Into the Future

Larry Ellison speculates that by the year 2000, network computers will be given away with a paid Internet service similar to the way cellular phones are now marketed.  He also estimates that the market for NC's could fall in the range of 500 million to 1 billion dollars.

Will Network Computers Succeed?

Scott McNealy claims that "the network is the computer". In today's information-oriented businesses, users absolutely must have the capability to retrieve massive amounts of information in just short periods of time.  Sun Microsystems' JavaStation is quickly shaping up to be a viable and cost-effective corporate solution.  

Most companies are likely to have some sort of combination of network computers and personal computers as opposed to strictly NC's.  It is unlikely that any company will commit to throw out their high-cost Pentiums in favor of Sun's JavaStation regardless of its potentials.  The key to making a network computer succeed in any business is to take the necessary time to match capabilities with each individual application.  One goal of network computing is to eliminate the need for software support and system configuration problems.

Should Your Company Adopt Network Computers?

Although it is perfectly acceptable to continue using legacy applications, it might be beneficial to dedicate certain applications.  If you plan on dedicating certain applications, then it might be best to write, or re-write those applications in Java so as to more effectively run those applications in an all-day situation. 

Network Computer’s Outline

Attributes of Network Computers

Are architecturally neutral

Have much lower entry and total ownership costs than PCs

Are significantly easier to use and administer

Enable security 

Who Should Use a Network Computer?

Users who share desktops

Remote users

High security jobs

Examples:

Data entry clerks

Telecommuters

System administrator

Who Should Not Use a Network Computer?

Users who need large amounts of processing power

Users who frequently need to install new software

Users who need a variety of peripherals

Examples:

Computer programmer

System integrator

Graphic designers










