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Suggestion: Consider the potential of switching from the considerable, increasing and ongoing costs of a 

Microsoft based enterprise computing environment to a phased migration to one of the Linux 
distributions.  Look at the County’s software licensing costs, continuous software and hardware 
upgrade requirements, data center management costs, server consolidation/virtualization costs, 
and other hidden costs that are not taken into account.  Compare that to the short and long term 
costs of a LINUX migration. 

  
Response By:  Department of Information Technology  
 
Background:  Since the early 1990’s commercial-off-the-shelf (COTS) business software products have 

primarily been developed based on Microsoft Windows and UNIX computing environments that 
function on low cost server hardware and simple to use end-user interfaces and supported by 
widely available skilled staff.   Since 1997, the County has endeavored to replace its in-house 
custom developed applications with COTS software products, using the COTS vendor’s 
implementation specifications and standards.  The LINUX operating system is a variant of UNIX 
and has four major versions; two are available for purchase from commercial sources and two are 
available via open source venues however without traditional technical support available.  
According to the Gartner group, while some organizations have added LINUX in augmenting 
services for basic fixed function infrastructure operations, LINUX versions still lack consistency 
and do not yet provide sufficient flexibility for rapidly changing business requirements like the 
industry standard UNIX versions.  The research also indicates that LINUX is not fully adaptable 
as a certified substitution for all UNIX based COTS systems and many of the COTS applications 
that the County may acquire for agency specific business practices do not currently have LINUX 
certified versions. Also cited was that the LINUX deployments require stringent service level 
agreements, and senior expert system administrators or premiere support contracts. So while 
migration to LINUX may not require extensive costs for licensing upfront, there would be long 
term costs including transition, technical support, training, as well as acceptance of increased 
risks for business application stability and system performance.   
  
In its IT strategy, the County adopted the IT industry standard Enterprise Architecture approach 
that follows specified industry standard elements and best practices for optimization and 
efficiency in supporting IT business functions.  As part of that strategy, a number of proven, cost 
cutting measures have been implemented including simplification and consolidation of server 
hardware environments that can share hardware and software resources, reducing the number of 
physical servers and related software licensing costs, and providing automated systems 
management across the enterprise. 

 
Recommendation:  

 
LINUX and other open source alternatives will be considered where feasible as part of evaluating 
all options associated with the County’s technology strategy to include a balance of cost, 
performance and risk. Fairfax County has continually been recognized as a leader in 
technological innovation, especially for its thoughtful process for adoption of new innovation, 
and DIT will continue to monitor advances and deploy new technology when it is cost effective 
and stable.  In addition to LINUX as an alternative for low risk applications, other alternatives 
include migrating off of the outdated mainframe environment, continuing to utilize virtualization 
and shared use technology for the County’s server hardware needs, and implementing more 
efficient server technology to address increased data center requirements as hardware is replaced.   


