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PC PowerDown at the University of Liverpool
Summary

The University’s self-developed software is powering down computers that are idle, typically for over 10 hours daily, saving over 500 tonnes of CO2 emissions, and £64,000 of electricity, annually.
The Innovation

In 2005, Lisa Nelson, Senior Systems Analyst of the Computing Services Department (CSD) at the University of Liverpool, observed that many networked computers were left on all the time, regardless of whether they were in use, which was wasting large amounts of electricity. Because most of these were CSD-managed walk-up computers, there was nobody in charge of shutting them down when they were not in use; consequently Lisa investigated automatic methods of power-saving. She found that the built-in power-saving options in Windows had problems that rendered them unusable in a networked environment, and commercial power-saving utilities were costly and essentially repackaged the existing Windows capabilities. A third option, centrally managed power-saving systems, depended on scheduling shutdowns rather than reacting to the idle state of each individual computer, and would potentially mean more hours wasted on idle time. 
Lisa therefore developed her own system, PowerDown, based on simple batch files and freeware utilities. After so many minutes of idle time, the batch files check whether the computer has opted out of power saving, whether anybody is logged in, and if not, shuts down the computer.  After a successful rollout on the CSD-managed walk-up computers, the scheme was extended to staff computers. There were no costs involved in developing the system other than Lisa’s own time. The system also records the number of times PowerDown is initiated on a computer and the mean number of hours that each PowerDown event lasts.  
Benefits

The system prevents computers being left on all night and will also be invoked during idle periods during the day. There is an opt-out mechanism for computers which legitimately must not be shut down (e.g. computers running grid applications and workstations acting as servers).  The system has been run on thousands of computers since May 2006 without any problems and was estimated in one year to have saved the University over £64,000 in electricity bills and prevented 500 tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions. The system has around 3,500 participating computers with around 4,500 shutdowns per day. Participating computers were in PowerDown mode for an average of over 10 hours each event, adding up to over 1 million hours each month – indicating the enormous potential savings from idle computers. An additional side-benefit is that the walk-up centres don't overheat as they previously did. Lisa has also developed a system for recording power-saving data and printing reports.
Lessons 
One of the freeware utilities, Psshutdown, can be flagged as a dangerous application by antivirus or anti-spyware applications. 

Further Information

Contact Lisa.Nelson(at)Liverpool.ac.uk. Download software from http://pcwww.liv.ac.uk/powerdown/. See Lisa’s presentations on PowerDown and PowerMan (a new system Liverpool is trialling) at our Sheffield Sustainable Desktop conference in the Events section of www.susteit.org.uk.
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