EMAIL SYSTEM ADVISORY TASK FORCE
Overview:
In the modern telecommunications environment, a stable and responsive email communications system is critical to Minnesota State University Moorhead’s ability to successfully meet its mission. When the system isn’t working effectively or if it isn’t efficiently meeting user needs, the entire operation of the university is adversely impacted.  While the university’s existing email system has served the university needs well for many years, due to growing demands – especially during the past year, the university’s existing electronic communications system has experienced significant and recurring operating problems. 

Recently, MnSCU system Information Technology leadership was asked to conduct a preliminary assessment of MSUM’s current email environment.  Their findings described MSUM’s email system as “too complex” and “not supportable in the long run.”  Beyond immediate stabilization of the system (which is currently underway), the MnSCU review recommended replacement of the university’s current system with migration to a new email system.    
Given the importance of email to our daily operations and in consideration of this recommendation, it is prudent that we move forward promptly and thoughtfully.  To assure that a new system is responsive to user needs, we will need a structure that enables a working environment for gathering advice from those who broadly represent email system users.  Therefore, we are establishing an ad hoc Email System Advisory Task Force that will focus primarily on reviewing and evaluating options for a new email system.  The purpose of the Task Force is to advise the Vice President for Facilities and Administration on the system(s) that offer the most potential for meeting user needs while providing a dependable, effective and efficient email system. In order to assure that the membership of the Task Force is broadly representative of university departments, it is proposed that the Task Force membership include all of the members of the university’s previously established Technology Committee.  In order to assure an “open” meeting environment, it is intended that the dates and locations of Task Force meetings be announced to the university community so that those who have an interest in the work can observe and/or participate in the process as appropriate.
Task Force Charge: 

1.  Anticipate short and long term email communication system needs.  

2.  Review and assess options in the light of those anticipated needs.  The options that MnSCU IT leadership has recommended as replacements for our current system are:  Microsoft Exchange (proprietary solution) and Zimbra or Novell Groupwise (supported open source solutions).   Gather information and review product options in detail by inviting product vendors to present and demonstrate how their systems can best meet user needs.  Conduct a comparative analysis aimed at identifying the system that most effectively and efficiently meets university needs (while assuring an appropriate level of data and system operational security).  The comparative analysis should give strong consideration to the proposed system’s record of reliability (weigh the advantages/disadvantages of a product in relation to existing industry standards and product maturity) as well as flexibility to adapt to meet future needs.  As appropriate, the personnel support requirements of each system should be identified along with estimates of initial “start-up” costs and on-going direct and indirect total costs. However, the main focus should be on identifying a system that we can depend on well into the future to meet the university’s anticipated needs.
3.   Recommend a systematic and strategic plan and timeline for implementation and migration from the existing email system to the new’ which, as much is possible, minimizes disruption to the on going activities and operations which are vital to the university’s mission. 
4. So as to promptly move to improving our email communications system, it is requested that the taskforce plan to forward their recommendations to the Vice President by November 5, 2007.  

5. In a related effort, con-current with the charge of the Email System Task Force and using the same process and time line, the Director of Information Technology has also been asked to make an independent recommendation as to which system the Director thinks will best meet university needs. This dual track approach is proposed in order to assure that all relevant technical and personnel factors are included in and reasonably addressed as part of the decision making process.  The dual track recommendations may help to specifically clarify and/or identify issues that require further review that might not have been obvious if only one “opinion” was forwarded to administration.  Should the recommendations from the Director of Information Technology not be in alignment with those of the Task Force, the Vice President of Facilities and Administration will work with Task Force leadership, the Director of Information Technology and/or external consultation  and university senior leadership to further clarify differences and/or issues in order to assure that all of the implications of the matter are reasonably understood before a decision is made to select a particular email system. In all, it is expected that this careful and added effort will only help to assure that the wisest decision is made based on the best information available at the time.
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