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IBM Delivers Block Storage to the Edge with a Thin Pizza Box 
 
 
By Jean S. Bozman 
 
During a refresh of IBM’s FlashSystem storage product line, the company revealed 
that the new entry-level model supports block storage at the Edge. Although it is 
part of a much broader IBM Storage launch, this ability of the new IBM FlashSystem 
5200 to support edge block storage strongly aligns with IBM’s hybrid cloud strategy. 
 
Other IBM storage systems can also support block storage. But the option to support 
block on a very thin 1U high-capacity IBM FlashSystem 5200 with three NVMe high-
speed interconnects is new. It brings support for the data center’s block storage to 
remote offices, remote bank branches  – and to retail chain grocery stores.  
 
Why is this important? The key point here is that enterprise data is often stored in a 
block format – as is the case for data centers and private clouds at corporate 
headquarters. However, most small servers and storage devices support file data 
and object data (e.g., supporting photos, images, and sounds). By supporting block 
data in the data center and at the edge, IBM is responding to the demand for core-to-
edge applications, as data is growing rapidly at the edge. 
 
The news is significant, because it fits with IBM’s stated support for what the 
company has been calling “Chapter Two” cloud migrations – migrating more 
enterprise applications and enterprise data into the cloud. In this case, block data 
associated with enterprise applications can be moved between the Edge and 
customers’ private clouds – and stored at the Edge locations.  
 
Edge Data is Growing Rapidly 
 
Edge locations are widely used across many vertical industries: oil refineries, retail 
stores, manufacturing locations and factories, and grocery stores are prime 
examples that have deployed networks of remote locations  – far away from a 
company’s corporate headquarters.  
 
Now, IBM is making a new push for the Edge, building on cloud-ready server and 
storage products, and IBM’s partnership with AT&T around 5G networks. Here, we 
should think about bank branches, grocery stores, oil refineries and other remote 
locations.  The block support in IBM FlashSystem 5200 systems further extends IBM 
Storage’s ability to support distributed enterprise applications and data, at a time 
when customers are placing more emphasis on remote edge locations for 
production-level work.   
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IBM led its Feb. 9 announcement with the IBM FlashSystem 5200, a high-capacity, 
low-profile 1U rackable storage unit. When installed with IBM Spectrum Storage 
software, such as IBM Spectrum Virtualize for scale-out deployments and Storage 
Insights for management, these entry-level edge storage devices could show strong 
growth in CY2021. IBM, long associated with central-site data centers and mission-
critical computing, is leveraging its investments in Red Hat OpenShift and IBM 
Spectrum Storage data-management software to accelerate enterprise use of data 
storage wherever it takes place – in the cloud or at the Edge. 
 
 
Block, File and Object Storage 
 
The block support in the IBM FlashSystem 5200 does not detract from IBM’s 
support for files and object data – both of which are used in cloud-native 
applications. But its presence in an edge entry-level storage unit will make it more 
accessible to customers with distributed business models. It’s worth noting that IBM 
Cloud Object Storage (COS) and IBM Spectrum Scale can also be used to manage 
data across multiple hybrid cloud storage locations, as well. 
 
Edge block storage will allow remote sites to continue transacting business, even in 
the event of central-site outages. It also aligns with IBM’s hybrid cloud strategy, 
which is increasing the levels of data storage and security at remote locations.  
 
Differentiators for this new IBM edge solution include management consistency 
with block data that is housed in the data center or in private clouds; and support 
for financial and other highly regulated industries that have block-based, mission-
critical data. There is also a built-in capability to migrate data from multiple non-
IBM storage systems, consolidating it in the high-capacity IBM 5200 for simplified 
management using IBM Spectrum Storage software. IBM specifications show that 
one 5200 unit supports 1.7 petabytes (PB), and four units can be clustered together. 
 
More Enterprise Data Is Moving to the Edge 
 
The trend toward edge has increased in recent years – often made easier by the 
widespread use of Internet of Things (IoT) sensors, and the combination of artificial 
intelligence (AI) for Big Data analytics. By using AI, businesses can pore through 
vast quantities of edge data – and transfer vital remote-sales data for reporting 
revenue to private clouds or traditional central-site data repositories. 
 
Due to concerns about data security, many companies in highly regulated industries 
have deferred taking traditional enterprise applications and block-formatted data 
all the way to the Edge. They are looking for ways to replicate enterprise data to 

http://www.rfgonline.com/
mailto:inquiry


    Feb. 9, 2021 

 

Copyright © 2004-2021 Robert Frances Group, all rights reserved  
46 Kent Hills Lane, Wilton, CT. 06897; (203) 429 8951; 

 http://www.rfgonline.com/;   Contact: inquiry@rfgonline.com 

 

remote sites, and to return data to the central site – and to do so safely. Edge 
support for block data is responsive to IT’s need to protect mission-critical 
enterprise data that likely will never be changed into a file or object format. 
 
 
Refresh of  IBM FlashSystem Storage for Hybrid Clouds 
 
IBM led its Feb. 9 announcement with the IBM FlashSystem 5200, a high-capacity, 
low-profile 1U rackable storage unit. The 5200 has up to 512 GB of cache memory 
and stores up to 1.7 PB of data with compression and de-duplication. It supports 
end-to-end NVMe over Fibre Channel (FC) high-speed interconnects, for rapid data-
transfer. Up to four IBM 5200s can be clustered for capacity scalability up to 32PB.   
 
The FlashSystem 5200 is part of a wider refresh of its FlashSystem storage product 
line, as announced on Feb. 9, 2021. IBM’s refresh features high capacity, fast 
performance and simpler management of hybrid-cloud deployments. Many of the 
new storage units are designed for sale to SMBs through the IBM Storage channel. In 
addition, IBM is adding the IBM FlashSystem 5015 and 5035 to complement the 
larger, higher-performance IBM FlashSystem 7200 and the IBM FlashSystem 9200.  
 
Looking across hybrid cloud deployments for large customers, many brands of 
storage devices will be installed at Edge sites. Other competitors in the expanding 
market for edge servers and edge storage include Dell Technologies, HPE and 
Lenovo, among others.  In recent years, these competitors gained a foothold at the 
Edge with their gateway servers, along with those systems’ associated networking 
devices, software and storage.  
 
Hybrid Cloud and Chapter Two Cloud Migrations 
 
In the wake of COVID-19 and remote-work deployments, Edge installations are 
gaining importance – and taking on new business tasks. Banks and financial 
institutions that have installed private clouds are looking at end-to-end applications 
that can transfer and store data at the Edge – or transfer remote/edge transactions 
to an on-premises private-cloud at central-site bank locations. 
 
This pattern of deployment could be advantageous for bank branches and remote 
bank offices. With its end-to-end security software, IBM supports encrypted data in 
the data center, then transfers the data from IBM System z, IBM Data Privacy 
Passports and IBM Cloud Pak for Data – all the way to the Edge.  
 
The Edge was once a remote outpost in a corporate network, but customers’ Edge 
sites are quickly becoming valuable “hubs” of data collection and analytics in the 
post-COVID-19 world. In an age of uncertainty and distributed computing, the 
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systems for Edge will likely become even more important as a means for customers 
to continue to transact business despite network and power outages. 
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