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SUMMARY

As data intensive scientific computing systems become more widespread, there is a necessity of simplifying the 
development, deployment, and execution of complex data analysis applications for scientific discovery. The 
scientific workflow model is the leading approach for designing and executing data-intensive applications in 
high-performance computing infrastructures. Commonly, scientific workflows are built by a set of connected 
tasks generally arranged in a directed acyclic graph style, which communicate through storage abstractions. 
The Data Mining Cloud Framework (DMCF) is a system allowing users to design and execute data analysis 
workflows on cloud platforms, relying on cloud storage services for every I/O operation. Hercules is an 
in-memory I/O solution that can be used in DMCF as an alternative to cloud storage services, providing 
additional performance and flexibility features. This work improves the integration between DMCF and 
Hercules by using a data-aware scheduling strategy for exploiting data locality in data-intensive workflows. 
This paper presents experimental results demonstrating the performance improvements achieved using the 
proposed data-aware scheduling strategy in the Microsoft Azure cloud platform. In particular, with our 
scheduling strategy, the I/O overhead has been reduced by 55% with respect to the Azure storage, leading to 
a 20% reduction of the total execution time. Copyright c 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

KEY WORDS: DMCF, Hercules, workflows, in-memory storage, data-aware scheduling, Microsoft Azure

1. INTRODUCTION

Scientific computing applications and platforms are evolving from CPU-intensive tasks executed
over strongly coupled infrastructures, i.e. complex simulations running on supercomputers, to data-
intensive systems requiring flexible computing resources depending on the requirements and budget
of users. This evolution paves the future of Ultrascale systems, which will blur the differences
of the different existing scientific computing infrastructures, such as HPC systems and cloud 
computing platforms. In current approaches, the interfaces and management solutions of the different
infrastructures present notable differences, requiring different programming models, even for the 
same application. On the other side, the future Ultrascale systems should take advantage of every
possible resource available in a transparent way for the user [1].

Workflow engines are the leading approach for executing data-intensive applications in multiple
computing infrastructures. Scientific workflows consist of interdependent tasks, connected in a DAG
style, which communicate through intermediate storage abstractions, typically files. There is a main
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tradeoff that should be taken into account when users rely on workflow engines for data-intensive
applications. While portability and flexibility offers a broader support of the existing computing
resources, the achieved performance is usually limited in contrast with native applications (classical
HPC applications running on HPC clusters or supercomputers) [2].

The increasing availability of data generated by high-fidelity simulations and high-resolution
scientific instruments in domains as diverse as astronomy [3], experimental physics [4], and
bioinformatics [5], has shown the underlying I/O subsystem to be a substantial performance
bottleneck. While typical high-performance computing (HPC) systems rely on monolithic parallel
file systems, data-intensive workflow implementations must borrow techniques from the Big Data
computing (BDC) space, such as exposing data storage locations and scheduling work to reduce
data movement. This lack of performance is the result of a sub-optimal exploitation of the available
resources, based on two main reasons: task schedulers unable to select the best nodes depending on
the characteristics of the task and under-performing I/O solutions.

Our previous work [6] targeted these disadvantages in a real-world scenario by combining two
existing solutions: the Data Mining Cloud Framework (DMCF) [7] and an in-memory I/O accelerator,
namely Hercules [8]. This work improves the previous one by proposing a data-aware scheduling
strategy for exploiting data locality in data-intensive workflows executed over the DMCF and
Hercules platform. An experimental evaluation has been carried out to evaluate the benefits of the
proposed data-aware scheduling strategy executing data analysis workflows and to demonstrate the
effectiveness of the solution. Using the proposed data-aware strategy and Hercules as temporary
storage service, the I/O overhead of workflow execution has been reduced by 55% with respect to the
standard execution based on the Azure storage, leading to a 20% reduction of the total execution
time. This evaluation confirms that our data-aware scheduling approach is effective in improving the
performance of data-intensive workflow execution in cloud platforms.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 discusses other research work
in the same field. Section 3 describes the main features of DMCF. Section 4 introduces Hercules
architecture and capabilities. Section 5 emphasizes the advantages of integrating DMCF and Hercules
and outlines how this integration works. Section 6 details the data-aware scheduling technique
proposed in this work. Section 7 presents the experimental results. Finally, Section 8 concludes the
paper.

2. RELATED WORK

The popularity of data-intensive techniques applied to scientific computing is rapidly growing in the
last few years. The exploitation of these techniques, in combination with the use of cloud computing
resources to adapt the size of the resources to the budget of the research institutions, is exposing the
bottlenecks of the underlying classical high-performance I/O subsystems and cloud storage services.
Data intensive applications, especially where high concurrency in I/O operations appears (many-tasks,
workflows, etc.), require novel approaches to address these new challenges.

Most of the problems that have to be addressed in this new data intensive tendency are not
completely new, and existing solutions should be explored before addressing the new challenges.
That is the case of solutions that rely on in-memory storage as a different approach for solving
the bottlenecks in highly concurrent I/O operations, such as Parrot [9], Chirp [10], AHPIOS [11],
and MosaStore [12, 13]. Our in-memory solution takes hints from all these solutions, by i) offering
popular data access APIs (POSIX, put/get, MPI-IO), ii) focusing on flexible scalability through
distributed approaches for both data and metadata, iii) the use of compute nodes (or worker VMs) to
enhance the I/O infrastructure, and iv) facilitating the deployment of user-level components. The
in-memory approach exploited in our work is supported by the popularity of other solutions, such
as Apache Spark [14] and Tachyon [15]. Both solutions are based on two fundamental premises
shared with Hercules. First, in-memory storage and data locality are key aspects for improving
performance in data intensive applications. Second, I/O operations can be accelerated through the
use of high-performance networks when available.
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The AMFS framework [16] is a similar approach to our solution. The main goal of AMFS is
to provide a simple way for designing and implementing workflows through the use of a simple
scripting language. Additionally, the end-user can select in the code which operations should be
executed in-memory. AMFS shares similar characteristics with our solution. First, data and metadata
accesses are optimized for single-write, multi-read patterns. Second, I/O nodes double as metadata
management servers, fully distributing metadata among them. Third, tasks can be executed co-
located with the data, exploiting data locality for increased performance. However, DMCF offers
simpler ways for designing and implementing workflows, supporting both graphical and scripting
definitions. Additionally, we fully support cloud platforms, allowing an easier execution of workflows
in cloud-based environments.

Confuga [17] is an active storage cluster file system. Confuga shares its main objective with
our solution: the execution of data-intensive DAG-structured workflows, especially focusing on
scalability of POSIX applications. As Hercules, it is easy to deploy (based on user-level components)
and targets co-location of execution and data in distributed environments. However, there are three
main differences with Hercules. First, Confuga targets clusters while the combination of DMCF and
Hercules is focused on cloud environments. Second, there is a tight coupling between the storage
management and the Confuga scheduler. Third, Confuga relies on a centralized “head node” in
contrast with the distributed approach of the Hercules architecture.

SuperGlue [18] is focused on simplifying the design and implementation of workflows by
proposing reusable pieces of code in contrast with the more explored scripting approach, which
requires coding a new script for each workflow application. DMFC explores this path in a deeper
way, bringing the possibility to the user of designing the workflow through a graphical interface.

Juve et al. [19] studied different approaches for data sharing in scientific workflows deployed
over public cloud infrastructures. Their work is relevant for comparing different approaches (NFS,
GlusterFS, PVFS2 and S3). However it is focused on applying HPC-and grid-oriented solutions in
the cloud. These solutions are difficult to configure and offer sub-optimal performance for cloud
environments, in contrast with our cloud-centric approach.

Bryk et al. [20] cover the design of storage-aware and locality-aware algorithms for the execution
of workflows in cloud infrastructures. They evaluate the quality of such algorithms using a model for
minimizing the execution time and execution cost (deadline and budget limits). Our work shares their
objective of improving performance through data-aware scheduling algorithms, but we focus our
work on real executions with our DMCF and Hercules combination instead of relying on a simulation
model for generic workflows and I/O solutions.

In our previous work [6], the performance of DMCF applications has been improved by using
Hercules system as an ad-hoc storage system for temporary data. Experiments conducted on a
classification workflow, showed that using Hercules as temporary storage in place of the standard
Azure storage, there is 36% reduction of I/O overhead that leads to a 13% reduction of the total
execution time. In this work, we show how to further improve the integration between DMCF and
Hercules by using a data-aware scheduling strategy for exploiting data locality in data-intensive
workflows. The experimental evaluation presented in this work show that the data-aware scheduler is
able to further reduce the I/O overhead by 55% with respect to Azure storage, thus leading to a 20%
reduction of the total execution time.

3. DATA MINING CLOUD FRAMEWORK OVERVIEW

The Data Mining Cloud Framework (DMCF) [21] is a software system designed for executing data
analysis workflows on clouds. A Web-based user interface allows users to compose their applications
and to submit them for execution to the cloud platform, following a Software-as-a-Service (SaaS)
approach.

The architecture of DMCF includes different components that can be grouped into storage and
compute modules (see Figure 1). The storage module is divided into three components: i) A Data
Folder that contains data sources and the results of knowledge discovery processes, and a Tool
Folder that contains libraries and executable files for data selection, pre-processing, transformation,
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data mining, and evaluation of results; ii) Data Table, Tool Table and Task Table contain metadata
information associated with data, tools, and tasks; iii) The Task Queue contains the tasks that are
ready for execution.

The compute components are: i) a pool of Virtual Compute Servers (or Workers), which are in
charge of executing the data analysis tasks; ii) a pool of Virtual Web Servers that host the Web-based
user interface.

The DMCF architecture has been designed to be implemented on top of different cloud systems.
The implementation used in this work is based on Microsoft Azure†. However other approaches like
Amazon can be considered as well.

Infrastructure

Figure 1. Architecture of Data Mining Cloud Framework.

DMCF allows to program data analysis workflows using VL4Cloud and JS4Cloud. First, VL4Cloud
(Visual Language for Cloud) is a visual programming language that lets users develop applications by
programming the workflow components graphically [22]. Second, JS4Cloud (JavaScript for Cloud)
is a scripting language for programming data analysis workflows based on JavaScript [21]. Both
languages use two key programming abstractions:

• Data elements, denoting input files or storage elements (e.g., a dataset to be analyzed) or output
files or stored elements (e.g., a data mining model).

• Tool elements, denoting algorithms, software tools or complex applications performing any
kind of operation that can be applied to a data element (data mining, filtering, partitioning,
etc.).

Another common element is the Task concept, which represents the minimum unit of parallelism
in our model. A task is a Tool invoked in the workflow, which is intended to run in parallel with other
tasks on a set of cloud resources. According to this approach, VL4Cloud and JS4Cloud implement a
data-driven task parallelism. This means that, as soon as a task does not depend on any other task
in the same workflow, the run-time asynchronously spawns it to the first available virtual machine
(VM). A task Tj does not depend on a task Ti belonging to the same workflow (with i 6= j), if Tj

during its execution does not read any data element created by Ti.

4. HERCULES OVERVIEW

Hercules [8] is a distributed in-memory storage system based on well-known key/value servers. In this
work, we have used Memcached [23], as back-end but any other key/value distributed hash table can

†http://azure.microsoft.com
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be used (i.e. Redis). The approach of Hercules as a distributed in-memory storage is perceived by the
user as a single virtual device. Applications deployed over the cloud infrastructure can alternatively
use both the default cloud storage service or Hercules as an in-memory storage for data accesses.

IaaS Cloud Platform

...

...
IaaS Virtual Machines

VM Instance

Application

Cloud

Storage 

Service

Front-ent

Hercules Front-end

Hercules Back-end

Cloud Storage
Service

Cloud Storage 

Infrastructure

Amazon S3

Azure Storage

Figure 2. Architecture of Hercules.

In Figure 2, we describe the architecture of Hercules. Our solution is divided into two main
components: front-end (client component) and back-end (server component). The front-end is a
user-level library used by the applications for any I/O access. The back-end is based on Memcached
servers with improved functionality (persistence) and performance tweaks. Hercules is designed for
targeting four main objectives: scalability, easy deployment, flexibility, and performance.

• Scalability. Hercules distributes data and metadata items among every available node in order
to avoid centralized components that tend to expose bottlenecks and result in single points
of failure. In addition, the network communications are minimized by calculating data and
metadata placement at client side through algorithmic hashing functions.

• Easy deployment. Every component of the solution is deployed at user lever, avoiding the
necessity of any special privileges for deploying the solution. Servers are completely stateless
and unaware of the rest of the infrastructure, enabling the possibility of deploying as many as
necessary without complex configurations. This approach also benefits the scalability of the
solution.

• Flexibility. In order to support legacy applications with minimum changes, our solution offers
a POSIX-like interface in addition to the default put/get approach, inherited from Memcached
and especially useful for NoSQL-oriented applications. However, thanks to its layered design,
it is possible to easily add new services on top of these APIs or rely on other the underlying
back-end (i.e., Redis).

• Performance. Based on the Hercules scalability capabilities, applications can exploit I/O
parallelism by accessing in parallel to the available Hercules I/O nodes. Each node can be
accessed independently, multiplying the total throughput peak performance.

5. INTEGRATION BETWEEN DMCF AND HERCULES

DMCF and Hercules can be configured to achieve different levels of integration, as shown in Figure 3.
Figure 3(a) shows the original approach of DMCF, where every I/O operation is carried out against

the cloud storage service offered by the cloud provider (Azure Storage). There are, at least, four
disadvantages about this approach: usage of proprietary interfaces, I/O contention in the service, lack
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of configuration options, and persistence-related costs unnecessary for temporary data. Figure 3(b)
presents a second scenario based on the use of Hercules as the default storage for temporary generated
data [24]. Hercules I/O nodes can be deployed on as many VM instances as needed by the user
depending on the required performance and the characteristics of data. Figure 3(c) shows a third
scenario with a tighter integration of DMCF and Hercules infrastructures. In this scenario, initial
input and final output are stored on persistent Azure storage, while intermediate data are stored on
Hercules in-memory nodes. Hercules I/O nodes share virtual instances with the DMCF workers.

Current trends in data-intensive applications are extensively focusing on the optimization of I/O
operations by exploiting the performance offered by in-memory computation, as shown by the
popularity of Apache Spark Resilient Distributed Datasets (RDD) [14]. The goal of this work is
strengthening the integration between DMCF and Hercules by leveraging the co-location of compute
workers and I/O nodes for exposing and exploiting data locality.

A previous work [6] explored the third scenario outlined above. However, in order to simplify the
implementation of the solution, some workarounds were used: each time that one worker needed
to access data (read/write operations over a file), it copied the whole file from Hercules servers to
the worker local storage. This approach may greatly penalize the potential performance gain in I/O
operations for two main reasons:

• Data placement strategy. The original Hercules data placement policy distributes every partition
of a specific file among all the available servers. This strategy has two main benefits: avoids
hot spots and improves parallel accesses. In an improved DMCF-Hercules integration, whole
files can be stored on the same Hercules server.

• Data locality agnosticism. Data-locality will not be fully exploited until the DMCF scheduler
is tweaked for running tasks on the node that contains the necessary data and/or the data is
placed where the computation will be realized.

Figure 4 describes an improvement to the third scenario of integration between DMCF and
Hercules, which is exploited as the base for the proposed data-aware scheduling strategy. Four main
components are present: DMCF worker daemon, Hercules daemon, Hercules client library, and Azure
client library. The DMCF worker daemons are in charge of executing the workflow tasks; Hercules
daemons act as I/O nodes (storing data in-memory and managing data accesses); the Hercules client
library is intended to be used by the applications to access to the data stored in Hercules (query
Hercules daemons); the Azure client library is used to read/write data from/to the Azure storage.

In this model, we use a RAM disk as generic storage buffer for I/O operations performed by
workflow tasks. The objective of this approach is to enable the support of DMCF to any existing tool,

(a) Scenario 1: Azure storage. (b) Scenario 2: Hercules. (c) Scenario 3: Azure storage and
Hercules.

Figure 3. Integration scenarios between DMCF and Hercules.
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allowing even binaries independently of the language used for their implementation, while offering
in-memory performance for local accesses.

The logic used for managing this RAM disk buffer is based on the full information about the
workflow possessed by the DMCF workers. When every dependency of an specific task is fulfilled
(every input file is ready to be accessed) the DMCF worker brings the necessary data to the node
from the storage (Azure Storage in the first scenario or Hercules in the second scenario).

Based on this approach, every existing tool is capable of accessing transparently data, without
the need of modifying the code. After the termination of the task, every data written in the RAM
disk is transferred to Hercules/Azure by the DMCF worker. Every data transfer to/from Hercules is
performed by the DMCF worker through the Hercules client library.

Figure 4. DMCF and Hercules daemons.

6. DATA-AWARE SCHEDULING STRATEGY

This section presents the data-aware scheduling strategy that combines DMCF load-balancing
capabilities and Hercules data and metadata distribution functionalities for implementing various
locality-aware and load-balancing policies.

Before going into details of the new purposed scheduling mechanism, we recall the high-level steps
that are performed for designing and executing a knowledge discovery application in DMCF [7]:

1. The user accesses the website and designs the workflow through a Web-based interface.

2. After workflow submission, the system creates a set of tasks and inserts them into the Task
Queue.

3. Each idle worker picks a task from the Task Queue, and concurrently executes it.

4. Each worker gets the input dataset from its location. To this end, a file transfer is performed
from the Data Folder where the dataset is located, to the local storage of the worker.

5. After task completion, each worker puts the result on the Data Folder.

6. The Website notifies the user whenever each task has completed, and allows her/him to access
the results.

Algorithm 1 describes the new data-aware scheduler employed by each worker. Compared to the
original scheduler described in [7], this novel scheduling algorithm relies on a local list within each
worker, called locallyActivatedTasks. This list contains all the tasks whose status was changed by
this worker from ‘new’ to ‘ready’ at the end of the previous iteration. The worker cyclically checks
whether there are tasks ready to be executed in locallyActivatedTasks or in the Task Queue (lines
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1 Procedure main()

2 while true do
3 if locallyActivatedTasks.isNotEmpty() or TaskQueue.isNotEmpty() then
4 task ← selectTask(locallyActivatedTasks, TaskQueue);
5 TaskTable.update(task, ‘running’);
6 foreach input in task.inputList do
7 transfer(input, DataFolder, localDataFolder);

8 transfer(task.tool.executable, localToolFolder);
9 foreach library in task.tool.libraryList do

10 transfer(library, ToolFolder, localToolFolder);

11 taskStatus execute(task, localDataFolder, localToolFolder);
12 if taskStatus = ‘done’ then
13 foreach output in task.outputList do
14 transfer(output, localDataFolder, DataFolder);

15 TaskTable.update(task, ‘done’);
16 foreach wfTask in TaskTable.getTasks(task.workflowId) do
17 if wfTask.dependencyList.contains(task) then
18 wfTask.dependencyList.remove(task);
19 if wfTask.dependencyList.isEmpty() then
20 TaskTable.update(wfTask, ‘ready’);
21 locallyActivatedTasks.addTask(wfTask);

22 else //Manage the task’s failure;

23 else //Wait for new tasks in TaskQueue;

24 SubProcedure selectTask(locallyActivatedTasks, TaskQueue)
25 bestTask Hercules.selectByLocality(locallyActivatedTasks, TaskQueue);
26 if bestTask in TaskQueue then
27 TaskQueue.removeTask(bestTask);

28 foreach task in locallyActivatedTasks do
29 if task != bestTask then
30 TaskQueue.addTask(task);

31 empty(locallyActivatedTasks);
32 clean(localDataFolder);
33 clean(localToolFolder);
34 return bestTask;

Algorithm 1. Worker operations.

2-3). If so, a task is selected from one of the two sets (line 4) using the selectTask subprocedure
(lines 24-34), and its status is changed to ‘running’ (line 5). Then, the transfer of all the needed
input resources (files, executables, and libraries) is carried out from their original location to two
local folders, referred to as localDataFolder and localToolFolder (lines 6-10). At line 11, the worker
locally executes the task and waits for its completion. If the task is ‘done’ (line 12), if necessary
the output results are copied to a remote data folder (lines 13-14), and the task status is changed to
‘done’ also in the Task Table (line 15). Then, for each wfTask that belongs to the same workflow of
task (line 16), if wfTask has a dependency with task (line 17), that dependency is deleted (line 18). If
wfTask remains without dependencies (line 19), it becomes ‘ready’ and is added to the Task Queue
(lines 20-21). If the task fails (line 22), all the tasks that directly or indirectly depend on it are marked
as ‘failed’.

The selectTask subprocedure works as follows. First, it invokes the selectByLocality function
provided by Hercules, which selects the best task that this worker can manage from
locallyActivatedTasks and the Task Queue (line 25). To take advantage of data locality, the best
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task selected by this function is the one having the highest number of input data that are available
on the local storage of the worker, based on the information available to Hercules. This differs
from the original data-locality agnostic scheduling policy adopted in DMCF, in which each worker
picks and executes the task from the queue following a FIFO policy. If such best task was chosen
from the Task Queue, then that task is removed from the Task Queue (line 26-27). All the tasks
in locallyActivatedTasks that are different from the best task are added to the Task Queue, thus
allowing the other workers to execute them (line 28-30). Finally, locallyActivatedTasks is emptied,
and localDataFolder and localToolFolder are cleaned from the data/tools that are not used by bestTask
(lines 31-33).

The improvements of this new scheduler compared to the original one can be described using the
two examples reported in Figures 5 and 6.

Figure 5 shows an example of pipeline workflow, in which the output of a task is the input
for the subsequent task. Figure 5(a) refers to the workflow executed without using the data-aware
scheduler, while Figure 5(b) refers to the same workflow executed using the data-aware scheduler.
The workflow processes three datasets (Census[3]) in parallel using three instances of Sampler[3] to
produce the same number of sampled datasets. Then, the sampled datasets are analyzed in parallel by
three instances of C4.5 [25], to produce the same number of data mining models (CensusTree[3]).
Suppose we have three workers (W1, W2 and W3); using the original FIFO scheduler, the three
tasks generated by the execution of Sampler[3] and the other three generated by C45[3] are executed
by the three workers in any order. Figure 5(b) presents a possible execution order of the pipeline
using the proposed data-aware scheduler. If worker W2 executes the first instance of Sampler, the
same worker will execute the first instance of C4.5, having already generated Scensus1 as input for
C4.5. Same considerations can be done for the other tasks of the same pipeline, executed by W2 and
W3.

SCensus[3] C45[3]

IS: dataset

CensusTree[3]

dataset model

Census[3] Sampler[3]

IS: input

input output

W1 ,W2 ,W3 W1 ,W2 ,W3

(a) Without data-aware scheduling (data and tool arrays used for compactness)

Scensus_1 C45_1 CensusTree_1

dataset model

Census_1 Sampler_1

input output

Scensus_2 C45_2 CensusTree_2

dataset model

Census_2 Sampler_2

input output

Scensus_3 C45_3 CensusTree_3

dataset model

Census_3 Sampler_3

input output

W1

W2

W3

W2

W1

W3

(b) With data-aware scheduling

Figure 5. Possible execution orders of a pipeline workflow without and with the data-aware scheduler.

Figure 6 represents an example of data aggregation workflow in which a tool generates one output
data from multiple input data. As for the first example, we report a possible execution order obtained
without (Figure 6(a)) and with (Figure 6(b)) the use of the data-aware scheduler. The workflow
processes three training datasets (TrainSet[3]) in parallel using three instances of C4.5, to produce
the same number of models (Model[3]). Then, a ModelChooser tool takes as input three data mining
models and chooses the best one based on some evaluation criteria (BestModel). Figure 6(b) shows
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a possible execution of this workflow using the data-aware scheduler. If worker W1 executes the first
and the third instance of C4.5, the second worker W2 executes the second instance of C4.5, and the
third worker is currently executing some other tasks, the ModelChooser task will be executed by
W1 since it is the available worker having the highest number of ModelChooser’s inputs (Model1
and Model3).

ModelChooser

models bestModel

Model[3] BestModel

del

TrainSet[3] C45[10]

IS: dataset

dataset model

l

W1 ,W2 ,W3 W1 ,W2 ,W3

(a) Without data-aware scheduling (data and tool arrays used for compactness)

ModelChooser

bestModel

BestModel

l

Model_1TrainSet_1 C45_1

input output

Model_2TrainSet_2 C45_2

input output

Model_3TrainSet_3 C45_3

input output

W2

W1

W1

W1

(b) With data-aware scheduling

Figure 6. Possible execution orders of a data aggregation workflow without and with the data-aware scheduler.

7. EXPERIMENTAL EVALUATION

This section presents the experimental evaluation of the new data-aware scheduling strategy used to
improve the integration between DMCF and Hercules. For this evaluation, we have emulated the
execution of a data analysis workflow using three alternative scenarios:

• Azure-only: every I/O operation of the workflow is performed by DMCF using the Azure
storage service.

• Locality-agnostic: a full integration between DMCF and Hercules is exploited, where each
intermediate data is stored in Hercules, while initial input and final output are stored on Azure.
DMCF workers and Hercules I/O nodes share resources (they are deployed in the same VM
instance), however, every I/O operation is performed over remote Hercules I/O nodes through
the network.

• Data-aware: based on the same deployment as in the previous case, this scenario is based on
a full knowledge of the data location, and executes every task in the same node where the
data are stored, leading to fully local accesses over temporary data. Based on this locality
exploitation, most I/O operations are performed in-memory rather than through the network.

The evaluation is based on a data mining workflow that analyzes n partitions of the training set
using k classification algorithms so as to generate kn classification models. The kn models generated
are then evaluated against a test set by a model selector to identify the best model. Then, n predictors
use the best model to produce in parallel n classified datasets. The k classification algorithms used in
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Listing 1: Classification JS4Cloud workflow.
1: var TrRef = Data.get("Train");
2: var STrRef = Data.define("STrain");
3: Shuffler({dataset:TrRef, sDataset:STrRef});
4: var n = 20;
5: var PRef = Data.define("TrainPart", n);
6: Partitioner({dataset:STrRef, datasetPart:PRef});
7: var MRef = Data.define("Model", [3,n]);
8: for(var i = 0; i <n; i++){
9: C45({dataset:PRef[i], model:MRef[0][i]});
10: SVM({dataset:PRef[i], model:MRef[1][i]});
11: NaiveBayes({dataset:PRef[i], model:MRef[2][i]});
12: }
13: var TeRef = Data.get("Test");
14: var BMRef = Data.define("BestModel");
15: ModelSelector({dataset:TeRef, models:MRef, bestModel:BMRef});
16: var m = 80;
17: var DRef = Data.get("Unlab", m);
18: var FDRef = Data.define("FUnlab", m);
19: for(var i = 0; i <m; i++)
20: Filter({dataset:DRef[i], fDataset:FDRef[i]});
21: var CRef = Data.define("ClassDataset", m);
22: for(var i = 0; i <m; i++)
23: Predictor({dataset:FDRef[i], model:BMRef, classDataset:CRef[i]});

the workflow are C4.5 [25], Support Vector Machine (SVM) [26] and Naive Bayes [27], which are
three of the main classification algorithms [28]. The training set, test set and unlabeled dataset that
represent the input of the workflow, have been generated from the KDD Cup 1999’s dataset‡, which
contains a wide variety of simulated intrusion records in a military network environment.

Listing 1 shows the JS4Cloud source code of the workflow. At the beginning, we define the training
set (line 1) and a variable that stores the shuffled training set (line 2). At line 3, the training set is
processed by a shuffling tool. Once defined parameter n = 20 at line 4, the shuffled training set is
partitioned into n parts using a partitioning tool (line 6). Then, each part of the shuffled training set is
analyzed in parallel by k = 3 classification tools (C4.5, SVM , NaiveBayes). Since the number of
tools is k and the number of parts is n, kn instances of classification tools run in parallel to produce
kn classification models (lines 8-12). The kn classification models generated are then evaluated
against a test set by a model selector to identify the best model (line 15). Then, m = 80 unlabeled
datasets are specified as input (line 15). Each of the m input datasets is filtered in parallel by m
filtering tools (lines 19-20). Finally, each of the m filtered datasets is classified by m predictors
using the best model (lines 22-23). The workflow is composed of 3 + kn+ 2m tasks. In the specific
example, where n = 20, k = 3, m = 80, the number of generated tasks is equal to 223.

Figure 7 depicts the VL4Cloud version of the data mining workflow. The visual formalism clearly
highlights the level of parallelism of the workflow, expressed by the number of parallel paths and the
cardinality of tool array nodes.

Once the workflow is submitted to DMCF using either JS4Cloud or VL4Cloud, DMCF generates
a JSON descriptor of the workflow, specifying which are the tasks to be executed and the dependency
relationships among them. Thus, DMCF creates a set of tasks that will be executed by workers.
In order to execute a given workflow task, we have provisioned as many D2 VM instances (CPU
with 2 cores and 7GB of RAM) in the Azure infrastructure as needed, and configured them by
launching both the Hercules daemon and the DMCF worker process on each VM. In order to better

‡http://kdd.ics.uci.edu/databases/kddcup99/kddcup99

C
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Figure 7. Classification VL4Cloud workflow.

understand the performance results, we have performed a preliminary evaluation of the expected
performance of both Azure Storage and Hercules. Table I presents bandwidth performance of an
I/O micro-benchmark consisting in writing and reading a 256 MB file, with 4 MB chunk size.
Latency results are not relevant for data-intensive applications. Due to the usual large file size, the
latency-related time is negligible in comparison with the bandwidth-related time.

Table I. Bandwidth micro-benchmark results (in MB/s).

Operation Hercules
local access

Hercules
remote access

Azure Storage
data access

Read 800 175 60
Write 1,000 180 30

After the initial setup, DMCF performs a series of preliminary operations (i.e., getting the task
from the Task Queue, downloading libraries, and reading input files from the Cloud storage) and
final operations (e.g., updating the Task Table, writing the output files to the Cloud storage). Table II
lists all the read/write operations performed during the execution of the workflow on each data array.
Each row of the table describes: i) the number of files included in the data array node; ii) the total
size of the data array; iii) the total number of read operations performed on the files included in the
data array; and iv) the total number of write operations performed on the files included in the data
array. As can be noted, all the inputs of the workflow (i.e., Train, Test, UnLab) are never written
on persistent storage, and the final output of the workflow (i.e., ClassDataset) is not used (read) by
any other task.

Figure 8(a) shows the turnaround times of the workflow executed in the three scenarios introduced
earlier: Azure-only, Locality-agnostic, Data-aware. In all scenarios, the turnaround times have been
measured varying the number of workers used to run it on the Cloud from 1 (sequential execution) to
64 (maximum parallelism). In the Azure scenario, the turnaround time decreases from 1 hour and 48
minutes on a single worker, to about 2.6 minutes using 64 workers. In the Locality-agnostic scenario,
the turnaround time decreases from 1 hour and 34 minutes on a single worker, to about 2.2 minutes
using 64 workers. In the Data-aware scenario, the turnaround time decreases from 1 hour and 26
minutes on a single worker, to about 2 minutes using 64 workers. It is worth noticing that, in all the
configurations evaluated, locality-agnostic allowed us to reduce the execution time in about 13%
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Table II. Read/write operations performed during the execution of the workflow.

Data node N. of
files

Total
size

N. of read
operations

N. of write
operations

Train 1 100MB 1 -
Strain 1 100MB 1 1
TrainPart 20 100MB 60 20
Model 60 ≈20MB 60 60
Test 1 50MB 1 -
BestModel 1 300KB 80 1
UnLab 80 8GB 80 -
FUnLab 80 ≈8GB 80 80
ClassDataset 80 ≈6GB - 80

compared to the Azure scenario, while data-aware allowed us to reduce the execution time in about
20% compared to the Azure scenario.

We also evaluated the overhead introduced by DMCF in the three scenarios. We define as overhead
the time required by the system to perform a series of preliminary operations (i.e., getting the task
from the Task Queue, downloading libraries and reading input files from the Cloud storage) and final
operations (e.g., updating the Task Table, writing the output files to the Cloud storage) related to the
execution of each workflow task. Table III shows the overhead time of the workflow in the three
analyzed scenarios. We observe that the overhead in the Azure-only scenario is 40 minutes, while in
the Locality-agnostic scenario is 26 minutes and in the Data-aware is 18 minutes. This means that
using Hercules for storing intermediate data we were able to reduce the overhead by 36% using a
locality-agnostic approach, and by 55% using a data-aware approach.

Table III. Overhead in the three scenarios.

Total time
(sec.)

Overhead
(sec.)

Azure-only 6,487 2,382
Locality-agnostic 5,624 1,519
Data-aware 5,200 1,086

Figure 8(b) presents the time required by the application to perform every I/O operation of the
application, and Figure 8(c) increases the level of detail, showing only the operations affected by the
use of the Hercules service, i.e., I/O operations that work on temporary data. As shown in the figure,
the difference between the three strategies is clear.

In order to better show the impact of the Hercules service, Figure 8(d) presents a breakdown of
the total execution time, detailing the time spent on each of the tasks executed by the workflow
application: computation tasks (CPU Time), I/O tasks over input/results files stored in Azure Storage,
and I/O operations performed over temporary files. This figure clearly shows how the time required
for I/O operations over temporary files, the only operations affected by use of Hercules services, are
reduced to be almost negligible during the execution of the workflow, showing a great potential for
increasing the I/O performance in data-intensive applications with large amounts of temporary data.

We further evaluated the performance of the data-aware scheduler by considering two more
scenarios: 1) the size of the unlabeled input data provided to the classification workflow is increased
by a factor two; 2) the number of temporary files generated during classification is increased by a
factor two. The new experimental results, reported in Figure 9 and Table IV, show that: 1) with 1x
input data, the data-aware scheduler is able to reduce the total execution time by 20% compared
to the Azure-only strategy, whereas with 2x input data, the reduction passes to 24%; 2) with 1x
number of temporary files, the data-aware scheduler is able to reduce the total execution time by 20%
compared to the Azure-only strategy, whereas with 2x temporary files, the reduction passes to 33%.
Therefore, in the first case, the new data-aware scheduler leads to an additional 4% of execution
time reduction, while, in the second case, there is an additional 13% of execution time reduction.
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Figure 8. Performance evaluation of the classification workflow using Azure-only, locality-agnostic and
data-aware configurations.

This is due to the fact that our scheduler is able to reduce the I/O time over temporary data, which is
impacted more by increasing the number of temporary data, than by increasing the size of input data.
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Table IV. Total execution time and overhead time of the classification workflow, by increasing the size of
input data (2XInputData) and the number of temporary files (2XTmpData).

Configuration Azure-only Locality-agnostic Data-aware
Total time (sec.) Overhead (sec.) Total time (sec.) Overhead (sec.) Total time (sec.) Overhead (sec.)

1X 6,487 2,382 5,624 1,519 5,200 1,086
2XInputData 11,330 4,791 9,605 3,066 8,666 2,127
2XTmpData 7,980 3,760 6,266 2,046 5,367 1,147

8. CONCLUSIONS

DMCF allows users to design and execute data analysis workflows on cloud platforms, relying on
cloud storage services for every I/O operation. Hercules is an in-memory I/O solution that can be
used in DMCF as an alternative to cloud storage services, providing additional performance and
flexibility features. The goal of this work is to implement an effective integration between DMCF
and Hercules by using a data-aware scheduling strategy for exploiting data locality in data-intensive
workflows.

The paper presented an experimental evaluation performed to analyze the performance of the
proposed data-aware scheduling strategy executing data analysis workflows and to demonstrate the
effectiveness of the solution. The experimental results show that, using the proposed data-aware
strategy and Hercules as storage service for temporary data, the I/O overhead of workflow execution
is reduced by 55% with respect to the standard execution based on the Azure storage, leading to
a 20% reduction of the total execution time. These results demonstrate the effectiveness of our
data-aware scheduling approach in improving the performance of data-intensive workflow execution
in cloud platforms.
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