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To help the ‘generalist’ IT professionals in small  
or medium sized organisations, Microsoft has 
come up with System Center Essentials 2007

Kay Ewbank 

IT professionals in small and medium sized 
organisations are often expected to be the 
expert on everything. What’s more, the IT 
‘generalists’ faced with managing the system 
often don’t have specific management tools 
to help them. 

In recognition of this, Microsoft has de-
veloped System Center Essentials 2007 
(Essentials 2007) especially for mid-sized 
businesses with up to 30 servers and 500 cli-
ents. It is an all-in-one IT management sys-
tem for those organisations where the IT 
department is short on people and time but 
heavy on responsibilities. Essentials 2007 has 
been designed to keep track of all IT assets, to 
automatically update systems with the latest 
software and security patches (Microsoft and 
third-party) and to distribute applications to 
your servers and clients. For on-going man-
agement, it also provides a daily health check 
on your systems and will highlight potential 
issues that may cause problems. 

Essentials focuses on three main areas: 
proactive management, increased efficien-
cy, simplified management tasks and a bet-

ter experience for the systems administrator. 
For example, without Essentials, if you want 
to find out whether a server is available, you 
might open the Command Shell and run the 
IP Config command to check. In Essentials, 
it’s just a matter of looking at the overview 
status in the main console.

Both end user and administrator type 
tasks are handled by Essentials 2007 from a 
single unified console. This has management  
‘spaces’ for monitoring, performing updates, 
reporting, distributing software and an 
Actions pane for performing remote tasks, 
like ‘Ping’, running the Command Shell 
and starting and stopping services, on man-
aged computers. The software is built on the  
architecture of System Center Operations 
Manager 2007, Windows Software Update 
Services (WSUS) 3.0, SQL Server 2005, 
and Microsoft Update. SQL Server 2005 is 
used as the data repository and for report-
ing. Organisations that aren’t running SQL 
Server can opt to use SQL Server Express, 
which comes on the install disk with the ba-
sic version of Essentials 2007, or purchase a 
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version of Essentials 2007 that comes with 
‘full’ SQL Server 2005.

Essentials 2007 allows active monitoring 
of Windows servers, clients, applications and 
SNMP-enabled network devices with all the 
information rolled into the central console 
where it can be analysed easily. 

The whole solution can be based around 
a single Essentials management server on 
which you run the database and the manage-
ment console. Alternatively, you can install 
the management console remotely on a sys-
tems administrator’s desktop machine and 
use a remote instance of SQL Server. This im-
proves performance and scalability. 

If you have an existing database server, 
it can be used for the Essentials 2007 data-
base. Essentials 2007 requires at least 1Gb of 
memory, preferably 2Gb, and around 20Gb 
of disk space. Quite a lot of this is used to 
store updates locally, which makes them 
ready for distribution to managed server 
and client machines. Other prerequisites in-
clude Active Directory®, IIS 6 and the .NET 
Framework 2.0 and 3.0. Essentials 2007 takes 
care of checking for prerequisites during set-
up. It provides most of them on the instal-
lation disk, and also gives you the links to 
download and install any others. You can 
use Essentials 2007 to manage machines run-
ning Windows 2000 SP4, Windows XP and 
Windows Vista, as well as Windows Server 
2000 SP4 and Windows 2003 Server SP1. 
You can also manage virtual instances of ma-
chines running these operating systems. 

Deploying Essentials 2007 has been made 
as simple as possible, with a ‘10 clicks’ de-
ployment to set up the server, console and 
agents to configure Essentials 2007 and have 
the system set up and running in just a cou-
ple of hours. 

Key pillars
Essentials 2007 provides all the key pillars for 
systems management – monitoring, report-
ing, update management, inventory, a uni-
fied console and software distribution.

Monitoring is where most system man-
agement starts, and Essentials 2007 provides 
the familiar console with an Outlook look 
and feel. The console provides a high-level 
overview of what’s going on in your IT en-
vironment and a number of ‘spaces’ or panes 

for each management area like Computers, 
Monitoring, Software Distribution, 
Reporting and Updates. You can customise 
the views to suit your needs. You can view 
your system as a diagram, from where you 
can drill down to perform tasks or get more 
detailed information.  

You can set the system to automate some 
aspects of monitoring, so you could specify 
that you want a daily e-mail showing the sta-
tus of the system to be sent to your mobile 
device so you’re up to date without ever hav-
ing to log on. This option can be used to keep 
people up to date with specific information 
about the system – the uptime, say – without 
the need to see all the monitoring details. 

The computer group is one of the main 
views. It shows a snapshot of all the comput-
ers you are monitoring, showing information 
such as the free disk space, any health warn-
ings, and details of failed installations of soft-
ware, either by computer or by priority. You 
can drill down to see the health of each ma-
chine. If an error or problem is displayed, 
such as a failure to install a patch, you can 
drill down to see why it failed, then perform 
a set of tasks on the machine to see what the 

problem was. It also allows you to do basic 
things like ‘Ping’ the server, or connect to a 
particular machine using Remote Desktop. 

Another option lets you install software 
using a simple three-step installation wiz-
ard, and you can choose to install software to 
one particular machine or a group of desk-
tops. You can deploy software to one of your 
existing groups; you can create groups while 
using the wizard and assign computers to 
that group. 

Essentials 2007 is about making life simple 
for busy IT generalists. For example, by de-
fault it has management packs installed for 
the main servers and applications you are 
most likely to monitor. In the monitoring 
area, it comes pre-loaded with the main mon-

An all-in-one IT management system 
for those organisations where the IT 
department is short on people and 
time but heavy on responsibilities

20_22_SCE_desfin.indd   21 8/6/07   11:17:53



22   To get your FREE copy of TechNet Magazine subscribe at: www.microsoft.com/uk/technetmagazine22   To get your FREE copy of TechNet Magazine subscribe at: www.microsoft.com/uk/technetmagazine

itoring tasks for Exchange, SQL, AD, and IIS. 
You can add extra management packs in the 
same way that you could add them to MOM. 
However, while you can monitor these serv-
ers, you’re not overloaded with informa-
tion. In general, Essentials 2007 has been set 
to have the ‘noise’ turned down. Microsoft 
has worked out which rules you’re unlikely 
to need, and has disabled them by default to 
minimise the number of unnecessary alerts. 
Typical examples of disabled rules are the 
SMTP mail flow and the disk reads per sec-
ond. You can turn them back on if necessary.

If there’s something of interest or con-
cern within the monitoring area, you can 
drill down to see the details of the under-
lying problem and if necessary perform any 
remedial tasks on the server. For example, if 
the DHCP server service isn’t working, you 
can stop the service and restart it from the 
Essentials 2007 console. You can even get 
Essentials 2007 to do it for you: with one 
click you can run a pre-built script to fix 
some of the most common issues. 

Like other System Center products, 
Essentials has ‘built-in’ knowledge. When 
you perform a task, you can tell it how to be-
have if the same thing happens in the future, 
so training it to suit your needs. 

The Update space holds a mixture of criti-
cal updates, Essentials 2007 and security up-
dates, service packs and third-party updates. 
Partners, including Adobe, 1E and Citrix, 
have provided interfaces, so Essentials 2007 
can go to the Internet and pull down updates 
for their products. If applicable, an organisa-
tion could add its own interface for custom-
ised line of business applications. The Update 
space is where you can choose to deploy ser-
vice packs and on which machines. You can 
deploy to the whole organisation, to specific 
groups or you can use Essentials reports to 
work out which clients to use. 

You can use Essentials 2007 for software 
deployments depending on when particu-
lar machines or groups of machines are ap-
proved for deployment. For example, you can 
preload an application , such as Office, which 
sits in Essentials 2007 until you specify that 
it should be deployed, as and when machines 
or groups of machines are approved for it 
to be deployed. The deployment is wizard 
based and has options for selecting param-

eters for the install, whether the target ma-
chine should be rebooted or not, whether 
any existing applications should be removed, 
and so on. 

Essentials 2007 comes with a set of pre-de-
fined reports covering aspects such as Active 
Directory, Exchange and Windows XP. You 
can view client and server machines in terms 
of their hardware and software inventories. 
Essentials 2007 uses WMI to do the soft-
ware audit, and the reports show the status 
of the software and hardware. At the top lev-
el you get concise reports showing informa-
tion such as how many instances of Office, 
XP, Windows 2000 and Windows Defender 
you have installed. You can then drill down 
for more details, such as the operating sys-
tem, BIOS or amount of memory. 

One key feature of Essentials 2007 is the 
ability to extend the applications you moni-
tor with it by using management packs. These 
add knowledge about products and how 
they should be working. As standard you get 
packs for most server applications and com-
mon client applications. Essentials also ships 
with a Network Device management pack to 
help you manage SNMP-enabled devices like 
routers and printers.

Essentials 2007 also comes with templates 
and wizards for you to create your own man-
agement packs. There are templates covering 
Windows Services, web applications, TCP 
port monitoring and OLE DB data sources. 
Each template can be used to set up manage-
ment of elements of your system. For exam-
ple, you can set up Essentials 2007 to monitor 
your web site by walking through the wiz-
ard and template for web applications. At 
the very simplest level, you could enter the 
URL of your web site, and let Essentials 2007 
check your web site every two minutes to see 
if it’s up and running. If you wish, you can go 
further and add more complex checks. ■

A 90-day trial download is available from:  
www.microsoft.com/systemcenter/sce/default.mspx. 
In the next issue of TechNet Magazine, we’ll be 
looking at installing, configuring and getting the 
most out of Essentials 2007.  

Kay Ewbank is a consultant working with 
application servers. She is also technical editor 
of TechNet Magazine UK.
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