
VMware Case Study

INDUSTRY
Disaster preparedness and 
management

LOCATION
Maui, Hawaii

KEY CHALLENGES 
• Ensure availability of critical 

disaster information. 
• Prevent interruptions to 

offsite developers.
• Fulfill customer commitments 

to deliver country-specific 
products.

SOLUTION
Pacific Disaster Center has 
replaced AWS with the VMware 
vCloud Air solution to improve 
availability and provide business 
continuity in the event of a 
natural disaster impacting 
operations at its Hawaiian  
data center. 

BUSINESS BENEFITS
• Eliminate site visits previously 

required to install and configure 
country-specific products.

• Enable development groups to 
keep working by moving key 
applications to the vCloud Air 
platform.

• Boost availability to nearly 
99.999 percent.

• Resolve problems faster due 
to excellent technical support 
from VMware.

Pacific Disaster Center Ensures Availability of 
Emergency Response Information

Emergency managers around the world depend on Pacific 
Disaster Center (PDC) for the crucial information they need to 
respond rapidly and effectively to natural disasters. To better 
support the center’s ability to extend the reach of critical disaster 
management applications, PDC migrated from Amazon Web 
Services (AWS) to the VMware vCloud® Air™ cloud service.  
The move has simplified remote installations and minimized  
the threat of developers losing access. 

Located on the Hawaiian island of Maui, Pacific Disaster Center has a front-row seat for the 
hurricanes, volcanos, tsunamis, and other natural disasters that are part of living in the 
middle of the world’s largest ocean. When natural disasters occur anywhere in the world, 
emergency professionals and the general public get up-to-the minute information from 
PDC’s global hazard atlas (see figure). In addition, the center develops emergency monitoring 
software, conducts advanced risk assessments, and offers educational services.

 Pacific Disaster Center Global Hazards Atlas
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“We recently customized 
DisasterAWARE for customers 
in Vietnam and Indonesia. 
When the custom applications 
were ready, we simply pushed 
the virtual machines down 
to each customer’s VMware 
environment, eliminating the 
need for onsite installation  
and configuration.”

- Debra Cohn,  
 IT Infrastructure Manager,  
 Pacific Disaster Center

VMWARE FOOTPRINT
• VMware vSphere 
• VMware vCloud Air
• VMware vCloud Connector

APPLICATIONS VIRTUALIZED
• DisasterAWARE
• Global hazard atlas

The Challenge
Pacific Disaster Center’s flagship product is DisasterAWARE, a warning, analysis, and risk 
evaluation platform that integrates information, modeling, and mapping technologies to 
provide situational awareness and decision support in a visual, easy-to-use Web application.

PDC had contracted with Amazon Web Services (AWS) as its cloud hosting provider for 
DisasterAWARE. While that solution met PDC’s basic requirements, the IT team became 
increasingly dissatisfied with the manageability of the AWS system. “We had to build each 
instance from scratch by installing the application and getting all the local data up to the 
cloud,” says Randol Stancil, network engineer at PDC. “It was a time-consuming process.”  

In fact, the limitations of the AWS platform were making it difficult for the center to expand 
its services into more countries and add new features. In particular, as developers added 
features to the center’s Apple iOS and Android applications, the IT team had to spawn 
more and more virtual machines and needed to be able to do so efficiently. PDC decided 
to explore hosting alternatives that would better support its business goals without 
requiring additional headcount or adding complexity.

The Solution
The answer was right in front of them. “VMware was already a crucial part of our 
infrastructure,” says Debra Cohn, IT infrastructure manager for Pacific Disaster Center. 
“Our server infrastructure was 99 percent virtualized with VMware vSphere®, and our 
system administrators were very familiar with VMware tools. Because we are a VMware 
shop, moving from AWS to VMware vCloud Air was an easy decision.” 

The vCloud Air platform now hosts PDC’s public Web site, including the all-important 
global hazard atlas and other information needed by emergency managers. Less critical 
applications are still hosted in the Maui data center. Using the VMware vCloud Connector® 
tool, the IT team can link PDC’s Maui data center with the cloud site and manage the system 
as a single hybrid environment. PDC has migrated about 90 percent of its cloud presence to 
the vCloud Air platform and plans to be completely free of AWS before the end of the year.  

Business Benefits
The VMware solution provides a stable, flexible platform on which PDC can host both 
development and production virtual machines. Developers are under considerable pressure 
to deliver new features, especially for the center’s mobile iOS and Android applications, which 
are becoming increasingly popular with disaster managers who are constantly on the go. 

The ability to seamlessly migrate from on-premises to off-premises paid off recently when 
two hurricanes were simultaneously heading toward Hawaii. As the storms closed in, and 
PDC’s remote developers became concerned about the possibility of losing access to the 
Maui data center, Cohn decided to migrate a critical production virtual machine to the 
cloud until the threat passed. “Within a few hours, we had that virtual machine up and 
running on vCloud Air,” says Cohn. “If the link had gone down, offsite developers would not 
have been impacted.”

Given the urgency under which PDC operates, fast and effective problem resolution is a 
must. “VMware has one of the best support organizations we’re ever dealt with,” says Cohn. 
“When we call for help, we know that they’re going to be there.” That support translates 
into higher productivity: “We’re steadily working toward five nines [99.999 percent] 
availability to minimize our downtime,” Stancil adds. 

PDC often customizes its products to meet the needs of individual countries. Before moving 
to the vCloud Air platform, the installation process was cumbersome and costly, requiring 
an engineer to spend weeks on site. The vCloud Air solution has streamlined this process 
by allowing developers to do most of the installation work without leaving their offices 
in Hawaii. “To deploy a custom application, we simply push the virtual machines down to 
each customer’s VMware environment, eliminating the need for onsite installation and 
configuration,” says Stancil.
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Looking Ahead
Extremely satisfied with its vCloud Air experience, PDC recently purchased another node 
for development and test. Following successful localizations in Vietnam and Indonesia, 
Cohn’s team is ready for its next challenge in the center’s ongoing efforts to make 
information easily accessible wherever needed. As Executive Director Ray Shirkhodai puts 
it, “We look forward to a future in which scientific and technological advances enhance 
decision making, diminishing hazard threats and impacts to lives and livelihoods.”

To Learn More about vCloud Air, go to http://vcloud.vmware.com/

http://vcloud.vmware.com/

