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CASE STUDY

HOW VODAFONE  

SAVED NEARLY 70% 
BY MOVING ANALYTICS PLATFORM 
TO THE PUBLIC CLOUD
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In November 2019 at Google Cloud Next 
London, Vodafone announced its new 
partnership with Google Cloud Platform (GCP) 
and a big analytics project they were doing 
together called Neuron. The Neuron project, 
built with GCP, would be used to consolidate 
Vodafone’s global data into a single data 
‘ocean’ for advanced analytics and business 
intelligence (BI). With such a meaty public cloud 
project as this, we wanted to break it down 
and figure out as best we could how much 
Vodafone Group will be saving with a move of 
its entire analytics platform to the public cloud.

• Operates in 19 markets across 
24 countries

• Supports 625 million customers 
globally

• Generates €45 billion per  
year business with 33% EBITDA 
margin

• Provides TV and HD  
voice-over-LTE

• Has 23.5 million broadband 
customers

• Has over 103 million IoT SIMs

Source: Vodafone Group Plc Annual Report 2020 
and Investor Site »
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In November 2019, Simon Harris, Vodafone’s Head of Big Data and 
Cloud Analytics, told an audience at Google Cloud Next London 
that a staggering 2,730 PB of data had been transferred over its 
network in the past financial year.  
 
And “it’s not going to get smaller, because with 5G around the corner, it’s going to get even 
bigger, and bigger, and bigger.”

Analytics is big business. Companies use insights from their data – and with Vodafone at 17 PBs of 
data in storage, that’s a TON – to make informed and better decisions that increase revenue for 
the company and drive subscriber loyalty. The faster and more clever the insights you can make 
from your data, the faster you can impact everything from operations to customer experience. 
It’s important that it’s done well, it’s done fast, and it’s done right. 

The biggest problem is that with so much data being created daily, it’s really hard to get those 
insights and use them in a timely fashion. You have to have big storage and big servers to 
process all of your analytical jobs. It’s a job that’s PERFECT for the public cloud, and terrible for on 
premise. That’s why we are so excited about this project and wanted to do a deep dive.

So, we talked to Hadoop experts and GCP experts to get some rough numbers, and we put 
together a “back-of-the-envelope” best guess at what Vodafone is saving. In our estimates,  
we think it was spending $12-14 million per year today on analytics, and it has reduced 
costs to about $4 million per year by moving to the public cloud. That translates  
to about 68% savings – that is awesome!

Hardware

- 600 HP Servers

- 17 PB of Data

$4.9

Software $5.7

Power & Cooling $1.1

Data Center 
Infrastructure

$1.3

Total $13.1

Data Storage $1.9

Analysis $1.1

Storage API $0.2

Query Costs $0.9

Total $4.1

Annual on-premise
costs (US$m)

Annual public cloud (GCP) 
costs (US$m)

Annual savings

DIFFERENCE OF SAVINGS  
BETWEEN ON-PREMISE AND GCP:

$8.9
Million

68%
OR
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The project was to move off of Hadoop, into GCP, using 
BigQuery (as cited by Harris in his talk), and do it in 18 months 
(November 2019 to March 2021). 

BigQuery

• BigQuery’s performance permits complex queries 
on large-scale data sets to return in seconds, and a 
substantial number of BigQuery customers maintain data 
warehouses that store more than 50 terabytes (and a few 
customers now use more than 100 PBs).

• One of BigQuery’s major advantages is its ability to allow 
customers to address a wide variety of use cases – from a traditional data warehouse to data 
science. Over the past year, Google has introduced new features in BigQuery like data types 
for financial and monetary uses, BigQuery GIS for geospatial data, and machine learning 
capabilities through BigQuery ML. BigQuery’s continuous ingest capabilities make it suitable 
for an operational – or a real-time – serverless data warehouse.

• With overall increased market adoption, Google’s analytics offerings continue to benefit from 
a fast-growing partner ecosystem of service providers, and business intelligence (BI) and data 
integration vendors. 

What other tools would Vodafone need for a large enterprise, 17 PB-sized analytics operation? In 
our conversations with experts and our research, we determined they likely used:

DataProc

• Accelerate data science with purpose-built clusters. 

• Build fully managed Apache Spark, Apache Hadoop, Presto, and other OSS clusters.

• Encryption and unified security built into every cluster.

• Spin up an autoscaling cluster in 90 seconds on custom machines.

• Only pay for the resources used, lowering the total cost of ownership of OSS.

Dataflow

• Fully managed data processing service.

• Automated provisioning and management of processing resources.

• Horizontal autoscaling of worker resources to maximise resource utilisation.

• OSS community-driven innovation with Apache Beam SDK.

• Reliable and consistent exactly-once processing.

According to Harris, 
Vodafone was running:

• 600 Hadoop servers

• Across 11 countries

• 226 revenue models

• On a combined  
17 PBs of data

How did Vodafone do this?
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5 reasons to move to  
the cloud

What prompted Vodafone’s decision to work with Google on Neuron? You only need to look at 
those stats mentioned earlier for a clue. Vodafone’s business is massive. It’s tasked with ingesting, 
processing, storing and analysing not just big data, but massive data. 

Vodafone’s on-premises group data platform relied on Hadoop architecture that didn’t do 
‘massive.’ In fact, it’s questionable whether it even did ‘big.’ The shared service consisted 
of eight clusters with more than 600 servers used in 11 countries. The platform creaked, data 
was siloed or duplicated, and governance wasn’t great. Harris has been pretty candid in this 
respect, admitting that pre-cloud, “our governance was probably the Hadoop console and an 
Excel spreadsheet. And that’s not good for 17 PB of data.” And it's not a good way to leverage 
analytics for key business insights, because speed matters.

Data needs to be available quickly, and more easily shared between users in all of those different 
countries in which Vodafone operates. Crucially, though, to avoid silos and duplication, the 
system needed to be governed centrally and allow users to ingest data once and use it multiple 
times, across global locations.

Having the massive amounts of data accessible is great. But it’s the analytics capabilities, the 
insights you can gain, and how you best action these that make all the difference. It’s not the size 
that matters; it’s how you use what’s there.

DATA

Running analytics on servers doesn’t just limit the time of your team or department tasked with 
analytics, it has a knock-on effect on the wider business. Running analytics on the ground, using a 
combination of software and databases spread across multiple different servers and application 
enterprise licenses, means jobs can typically take hours or days to complete. This forces 
companies to make choices: analytics or marketing? Analytics or customer experience review? 
Analytics or product updates?

“Not only will we be able to gain real-time analytics capabilities across Vodafone products and 
services, it will also allow us to arrive at insights faster, which can then be used to offer more 
personalized product offerings to customers and to raise the bar on service,” said Harris in a 
Google blog.

SPEED
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Storing and processing data on on-premise servers is expensive. You need to know exactly 
how much capacity you need and how much you’re going to use for storage, processing and 
analytics capabilities. Overestimate and you’re paying for what you don’t need; underestimate 
and you might miss critical insights and opportunities. You drop the ball on the opportunity for 
revenue-generating business insights.

The cost savings benefits to moving to cloud are clear. No need to buy dedicated servers to run 
critical workloads. Leverage the elasticity of compute and database resources. Eliminate disaster 
recovery. Access to additional capacity on demand, in real time, to correspond with the precise 
amount of capacity that you require. You can even reduce team size, as smaller teams are 
needed to manage the applications. 

We can’t be sure, but I’d bet Vodafone will enjoy big cost savings. I’m guessing the combined 
annual savings came to roughly $9mm on hardware, software, data center infrastructure, 
powering, cooling API and data storage, analytics, and query.

This isn’t the first time a company has moved their analytics to the public cloud – there are other 
examples. Boingo, for instance, migrated its clunky BI system to Amazon Web Services (AWS) in 
2016. With the old system, according to Kishore Raja, Director of Strategic Programs and R&D, 
“We had about 45 minutes of latency when we ran queries against a year of data, and it also 
took several hours to load the data records. The performance wasn’t acceptable.” They had to 
make a change. 

The company subsequently moved 90% 
of its core services to AWS. And those cost 
savings? According to Raja, “Using AWS, 
we are only spending about 10% of what 
we spent to support our on-premises data 
warehouse.” According to our estimate 
for Vodafone, the telco will realize annual 
savings of almost $9 million; a whopping 
68%. While less than Boingo’s estimate, it’s 
still hugely impressive.

COST

Using AWS, we are 
only spending about 
10% of what we 
spent to support our 
on-premises data 
warehouse.
Kishore Raja
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Vodafone isn’t quite done yet, but much progress has been made. The approach wasn’t lift and 
shift; they are creating a new product. Harris explained at Google Cloud Next that during the 
migration process, they’d release the latest version of the product and get feedback from each 
region. The final instantiation of the product needed to be delivered as a self-service offering: 
it needed to be easy to use for the operations teams doing the migration and it needed to be 
portable. Google contributed to the code writing and, interestingly, this code writing seemed to 
prompt a step-change for Vodafone. Harris explained the company’s desire to move away from 
being seen as a utilities company and toward its goal of being a tech player. 

The project has also seen an improvement 
in security – though that’s not necessarily 
difficult when your legacy was Excel 
spreadsheets. Now, every bit of data 
that goes on GCP is anonymized and 
encrypted.

OPENNESS AND SECURITY

BIGGEST REASON: VALUE

The value these revenue models are creating is huge. At Cloud Next London, 
Harris discusses a model in Italy which will generate €5.3 million for eight months. 
Annualize that to €8 million and multiply by the total 226 revenue models that 
are running. That’s a lot.

Vodafone is also responsible for analysis, and had reached capacity in the 
value they could drive via on-premise: $2 billion. Moving to GCP has given the 
company unlimited capacity to scale up analysis and unlock new revenue.

Google contributed 
to the code writing 
and, interestingly, 
this code writing 
seemed to prompt 
a step-change  
for Vodafone.
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Common objections

We think the reasons to move to the public cloud are obvious. Yet many telcos continue to come 
up with reasons not to move to the public cloud.
 
It’s more expensive. Admittedly, there’s initial spend and there are data egress fees to bear 
in mind, where cloud providers charge customers for retrieving data from the cloud. But many 
CSPs are spending millions with the likes of Oracle, regardless of the fact that with a public cloud 
database like Google Cloud Spanner, they can benefit from speeds 10 times faster and 10 times 
cheaper. It’s just not true that it’s more expensive. If it is, you’re doing something wrong.

Security. Many also mistakenly believe that public cloud isn’t secure enough. All public cloud 
providers have their own security story. They all differ but they all have one thing in common: 
they’re robust, reliable and proven. Telcos can’t compete with the amounts public cloud 
providers are investing in security, putting their applications and the data of business users and 
consumer end-users, at risk According to Gartner, through 2025, 99% of cloud security failures will 
be the customer’s fault. 

Build vs. buy. Data centers owned by 
the likes of Amazon are often seen as 
‘just another big data center’ without the 
realization that there are a lot of benefits 
that simply can’t be built or maintained by 
your own IT team. CSPs may have spent 
millions on their own data centers; public 
cloud providers, meanwhile, have invested 
billions. Telcos simply can’t compete with 
major cloud providers. Privately-owned 
data centers may work for the small stuff 
but they won’t cut it when a telco wants to 
do anything that will enable the business 
to grow and remain profitable. Leave the 
plumbing to the hyperscalers that are doing 
it better and bigger than you, and save your 
valuable resources for working on what’s 
important: your network and your subscriber 
experience.

With a public 
cloud database 
like Google Cloud 
Spanner, they 
can benefit from 
speeds 10 times 
faster and  
10 times cheaper. 
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Bigger, better, faster, bolder

Data = power. Know the intricacies of how 
every element of your business is operating. 
Know exactly who is using your product/
service. If you know where, when, why they are 
using it, then you have the power to optimize 
and upsell. But you have to be able to have 
the data at your fingertips so you have the 
business insights that make a difference to your 
business and to your subscriber’s experience.

These estimates we’ve compiled for Vodafone 
are all back-of-the-envelope of course. What 
we know for sure though is Vodafone – like 
others before it – has decreased customer costs 
and man hours by migrating data processing 
and BI to the cloud. It’s doing more with less. 
It’ll be interesting to see where the company’s 
at in March, but – unless the rest of telco makes 
the same cloud move – I’ll bet it’ll be a good 
way ahead of the competition. 

I think one of the best 
business processes 
to move to the public 
cloud for telco is 
Analytics. You will cut 
costs and unlock new 
revenue opportunities 
in the same project. 
It's a win-win.
DR,  
Telecom's Leading Public 
Cloud Evangelist,  
TelcoDR
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Danielle Royston,  
@TelcoDR

Telecom’s leading  
public cloud evangelist 

Danielle Royston has 25 years of enterprise software 

experience – the last 10+ as a CEO specializing in 

turnarounds. Previously she was CEO of Optiva Inc. 

(TSX: OPT), where she pivoted the company to become 

a leader in cloud-native BSS/OSS on the public cloud. 

And now, she’s on a mission to help the telecom 

industry move all of its applications to the public cloud 

and fully embrace all the competitive advantages it 

has to offer.

Royston is widely recognized as an industry thought 

leader and has been featured in numerous 

publications, including Capacity Media, Fast 

Company, Fierce Wireless, Forbes, Light Reading, 

Mobile World Live, Pipeline, SiliconANGLE theCUBE, 

Telecoms.com, TelecomTV, The Fast Mode, The Harvard  

Business Review, TM Forum and VanillaPlus.

Royston resides in Austin, TX, and holds a B.S.  

in computer science from Stanford University.

Check out the podcast

Sign up for the newsletter

Connect with TelcoDR

Follow @TelcoDR

Send DR an email

This case study was not done in partnership with Google or Vodafone. For inquiries or correction requests, please contact media@telcodr.com.


