
Email and Collaboration Tools

Review, Research, Plan



Michigan Tech Facts
• Public University
• Total Enrollment: 6,550
• Graduate Enrollment: 916
• 50 Majors
• Carnegie Foundation Doctoral II status
• 400 Faculty, 1000 staff
• Ranked programs in Environmental, Mechanical, 

and Metallurgical Engineering



Where?
• U.P. of Michigan
• Lots and lots of snow
• Far from everywhere



Campus Email System
• A Brief History of Email at Michigan Tech

– Birth late 1980’s to early 1990’s
– Evolved from centrally dispatched to centrally 

accessed
– 15,000 to 30,000 Users (ish)
– Most hit web page on campus: Huskymail.mtu.edu

• In a nutshell: Robust, Fast, Reliable, Secure, 
Convenient.

• Also: Expensive both in $ and focus



State of Central “Collaboration Suite”:
– Email
– Webmail (Huskymail) [SquirrelMail]
– Calendaring (MeetingMaker)
– Document Publishing (N/A) 
– Document Sharing (Email �)
– Contacts, Tasks, etc.
– Instant Messaging (Jabber)
– Mobile Phone Support (Notifylink)





Rough Costs…
Item Notes Annual Cost

Email Servers 16 @ $5k, 3 year replacement $26,666

Meeting Maker 1.5 Servers, $5k, 4 year replacement $1,875

Meeting Maker Software $12,500

NotifyLink 1.5 Servers, $5k, 4 year replacement $1,875

NotifyLink Software $3,000

Jabber 1 Server, $5k, 4 year replacement $1,250

Storage! 5 year contract $48,000

Storage Growth Double Storage once in the next 5 years $22,600

Staff Estimate 1.5-2 FTE $130,000

TOTAL $247,766



Issues
• HuskyMail is lacking
• Users want more space
• No Student Calendaring
• MeetingMaker desktop is fine, web is lacking
• Document Creation/Collaboration
• Google Mail/Calendar/etc.



Options
We must dare to think "unthinkable" thoughts. We must learn 
to explore all the options and possibilities that confront us in a 
complex and rapidly changing world. We must learn to 
welcome and not to fear the voices of dissent. We must dare to 
think about "unthinkable things" because when things become 
unthinkable, thinking stops and action becomes mindless.

J. William Fulbright, March 27, 1964



Option #1: Resurface/Add Apps
What Issues

Keep “back-end”
Student MeetingMaker, 
New Webmail

Keep backend costs…$250k
Add Meetingmaker ..…$50k

Add good webmail….$20-50k
Annual Cost Increase….$70-$100k

Total Annual Cost…$320,000 - $350,000

Advantages Solid System: Good email, Good calendar

Issues Disparate applications
Web Calendar

Focus Cost!
Email system performance is our “bar-setter”



Option #2: Re-design and Re-build
What Issues

New System (Probably 
Zimbra)

Hardware….$42,000
Software Licenses….$43,000

Storage (8T)….$34,515
Backup(40T)….$140,000

Total Three Year Cost….$259,515
Call it $86,505/year

6 month minimum 4 FTE Project

Est. Maintain Current Staffing Levels

Advantages Service Suite (Integrated Apps), Ubiquitous

Issues Major effort (unknown territory)
Ongoing Staff Costs



Option #3: Outsource
• Google/Yahoo/Microsoft

– Mail Ownership Issues
– Privacy
– Identity

• Merit



Selection

There is an evil tendency underlying all our technology - the 
tendency to do what is reasonable even when it isn't any good.

Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance



Option #3+: Outsource (MeritMail)
What Issues

MeritMail System Software Licenses….$41,460

Advantages Service Suite (Integrated Apps), Ubiquitous
Included Email List management system

Minimal (.5 FTE MTU Staff Support)
Engineering Support and “backend" Performance 

woes gone
Unlimited Quotas*

Issues Calendar Porting MeetingMaker->Zimbra
Email Cutover

Training



Merit and MTU
• MTU is a Board Member
• Merit is a Non-Profit
• Long Relationship
• Big role in early Internet
• Moving from ISP model to “Services” model 

(bandwidth is cheap)
• More “near-sourced” than totally “outsourced”



Merit Services
• Merit Services

– 50% of HE’s in MI (46/92)
– 46% of ISD’s in MI (26/57)
– 12% of Hospitals / 46% of Library Coops
– 257 Members with 425 Connections

• We have a 1GB connection
• Video Conferencing Services



Process

Confidence in nonsense is a requirement for the 
creative process.

Unknown



Plan
• Meet extensively with Merit Staff
• Sell Idea to campus
• Establish implementation team
• Set “go-live” date (8/1/2008)
• Meet daily with team, weekly conference calls 

(sometimes bi-weekly)



Key Implementation Issues
• IMAP Sync ~25,000 users w/2+ TB of mail 

– Successive syncing times unknown
– Final Sync time was critical

• IDM, IDM, IDM, IDM (Who? And HOW?!?)
• Cost/Mailbox implied significant policy development
• Mail Flow during and after transition

– 30 day backup system
– Ironports

• Calendar Migration



Key Implementation Issues (continued)
• Mobile Devices
• Email List Management
• Training
• Splash and Color
And, of Course, don’t forget
Reliability (99.99+), Scaleability, and Security



More Issues…
Resolve remaining technical questions a. Calendaring conversion i. How is this going to be done? ICAL does not work well. There are several companies on 
the Internet which claim to be able to convert for a fee.  Merit will figure out technically how this done. We will discuss the cost later.  b. Downtime during backup 
(needs to be tested) i. Nate was going to create a large (many Gig) user and do some backing-up to see how the user, the user’s imap connection, etc. were affected.  
a. Backups seem not to have an effect on users.  c. 30 day backup i. I’m confused as to how this could cost $4800/year. Even given a server and a blob of storage the 
application exists today and we will deliver the source. We currently use about 200GB of storage for this.  1. We will deliver specifics to merit on the system design 
and talk cost later d. How do we handle list management?  i. Merit will develop and install a list management system as part of the offering.  ii. The 
system will have an accessible API for class lists, etc.  iii. *** The proposal also lists a cost of $5,800 to get List management system to be API configurable. Pretty 
much any list managements system (Sympa, MailMan, etc.) are directory driven. Either we put the LDAP entries in our LDAP server, or your LDAP server, but 
any work to get this done should not be substantial 1. We need to define the system and understand the cost.  2.  e. Making a callable api? (Simple 
authenticated/dedicated INETD type app.  i. This is showing up as being a $5k cost in the proposal we *need* to talk about this. We talked about simply 
wrapping some network code (simple) around the existing Zimbra API, not writing an api. (this can even be done with ssh c zimbraCommand 1. We will further 
define this and talk about cost afterward.  f. Set up a bunch of test accounts asap. (this has been done, and done well: Thanks, Nate) 2. Define some kind of SLA a. 
Start with MeritMail standard SLA and go from there.  i. This has been done and looks good. I’ll follow up with comments soon.  3. Understanding of 
Architecture a. MTU will have a dedicated cluster (Yes, right?) b. MTU will have access to the cli and the api (Yes) c. MTU will have access to backup servers 
for security reasons (Yes) d. We need to have a long discussion about mail flow i. Dave will get with Nate and Brad and Matt to talk about mail flow.  e. 
Authentication Replication i. Seems like a really good idea for us to put a dedicated Kerberos Replica in your datacenter for authentication.  1. Yes. Primary down 
there, secondary up here.  f. Also discussions about Hostnames, Certs, Web Servers, Naming, Routing, etc. need to start happening.  i. Make this part of the 
discussion about mail flow.  4. IronPorts a. Merit will take over support of Ironports, MTU maintains access (Yes) b. Merit will send some folks off to Ironport 
Training.  c. We will send you one of our boxes when you are ready to mount it. If you can get boxes from Ironport to handle the transition this would make things a 
bit easier we can’t really run on one box during busy days i. Merit should be able to borrow a box from ironport if needed.  5. Define User Support System a. MTU 
will provide basic helpdesk support (same as now) b. MTU helpdesk will not probably have access to API or CLI, they may have some kind of dashboard and could 
have access to Zimbra’s LDAP information.  i. MTU helpdesk staff will solve identity management issues, how to use zimbra issues, password issues, 
etc.  ii. Merit staff will solve mail flow issues, internal zimbra issues, blacklisting issues, smtp and Imap issues, etc.  iii. MTU advanced support will, problems with 
provisioning systems, etc.  c.  Flow for a support issue would look like this: i. MTU User -> MTU Helpdesk (solved or-) ii. MTU Helpdesk -> MeritMail staff (solved or-) 
iii. MeritMail staff <-> DCS senior support staff (solved) iv. Solved means that the problem is sent back to the MTU helpdesk who interacts with the MTU user.  6. 
Define Implementation Plan and Timeline a. This is probably where we should start sinking our *Major Effort* b. We would like to get started 
asap, and be in full production by August 1.  c. This would imply a fairly good amount of time, but we need to lay out some milestones, implementation team 
members, contacts, etc.  d. We may want to get a production system up asap so we can convert (for real) some number of users.  i. Rob/Merit will send some kind of 
implementation guide as a starting point.  7. Cost Understanding a. Basic contract looks fine b. Add-ons need to be discussed. ;) 8. Response to unplanned 
issues (what if it don’t work?) a. This was handled with a smile and handshake from Don, Rob, et al.  I remember  until you are happy  9. Data Security, Integrity, 
and Privacy a. The proposal deals nicely with this.  10. Bug Reporting a. We need to figure out how to send you bugs as we find them. 



Critical Success Factors
• Leave enough time.
• Work on IDM first
• Plan, build, test, repeat
• Respect calendar conversion, it’s hard

– Even if everything works, It’s different for users, they 
need training.

– Important people have complicated calendars
– “standard” is an ambiguous word
– Has to be a “live” cutover”



Also…
Regular Communication

Before

During

After

We used conference calls, blogs, 
wikis, discussion forums, email, etc.



Post Mortem
• Went live on 9/29, about 60 days later than planned. (we 

needed every minute)
• Final Conversion Friday at 5:00 -> Sunday at 5:00, working 

about 20 hour days. It was non-trivial to say the least.
• No performance issues, IDM issues, etc.
• Some calendar issues
• Many Notifylink Issues. Treo issues, etc.
• Still working on list management.
• About to do first “age-out”





Questions?

Dan deBeaubien
Director, Information Technology Services and Security
Michigan Technological University
dan@mtu.edu


