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0’00 0’30 1 Welcome to a series of webinars called “Synacor Mail – operating Zimbra for Service Providers”.  We’re 

going to have 4 segments. One is the Synacor’s history as a service provider for CSPs, an overview of 
Synacor’s operation and practices for managing Zimbra, a reference architecture of a geo-redundant 
deployment of Zimbra, and then a peek at some future directions on where we are going forward the service 
provider market. 

0’30 1’15 2 My name is Matthew Berg. I’m the Synacor email lead engineer.  Synacor was funded in 1998 as 
CHEK.COM, and operated as a white-label mail service company for CSPs. In 2000, we were renamed as 
Synacor on the merged with the portal company named MY PERSONAL, which was around the time I joined 
Synacor as a mail service engineer.  Starting in 2006, we decided to use Zimbra as our primary mail platform 
and performed our first large scaled deployment of Zimbra in the beginning of 2007, and have been adding 
customers ever since. 

1’15 1’39 4 So, Synacor is a hosted and managed email provider.  We have 6 data centers in Columbus, Atlanta, 
Toronto, Amsterdam, Denver, and Dallas.  And we operate those both as the fully hosted solution, as well as 
managed solution on the client hardware in our client’s own data center. 

1’39 2’25 5 Our email management scope is fairly large scale: we have 20 service providers including some of the leading 
cable operators, telephone companies, and satellite operators in North America, as well as providers in Latin 
America, and Europe. In total, we manage about 8 million active mailboxes across 16 separate Zimbra 
clusters, with 6 of our customers in a multi-tenant solutions, and the remainder being single-tenant, dedicated 
Zimbra clusters.   Our versions deployed currently ranges everywhere from 7.2 to 8.0, and represent over a 
petabyte of unique mail blob storage. 

2’25 3’06 6 We take a “best of breed” approach to our email solution, building our service offering on top of the best 
software and best services in the industry. Zimbra is the core of our offering, of course, but we also integrate 
software from Message Systems, as well as anti-abuse services from Cloudmark, anti-spam services from 
Spamhaus, and feedback management services from Return Path.  And then, on the backend behind Zimbra, 
we store all of that mail on both NetApp SANs and Scality software defined storage. 

3’06 3’34 7 So, when we talk about Zimbra at Synacor. Synacor has been a Zimbra customer for over decade at this point. 



We have 10 years of experience operating Zimbra at scale, 10 years of customizing and extending the 
product for our customers, and experience with dozens of large scale migrations from other services providers 
to Synacor’s hosted service provider. 

3’34 5’12 8 Synacor takes an approach to managing at scale that is comprehensive.  We have 4 separate teams 
providing ops management including a 24/7 NOC operation center that provides direct monitoring of the 
health of the mail systems, a 24/7 technical support services, which provide an escalation support for 
customers own data centers, 24/7 email operation administration, which means that at any given point during 
the day, there is an administrator on-call available for any sort of escalation. And then also we have the 8 by 5 
email system engineering support to handle large-scale issues as well as any customization or emergency 
response. 
 
To facilitate the operations team, we have a web manage console, which provides comprehensive suite of 
tools for our NOC and TSS teams allowing them to quickly evaluate and remediate any issues pop up during 
the day. 
 
For email operation, and the system engineering team, we also have a suite of APIs that we’ve built around 
the Zimbra product and around email operations as well as the command line tools for management, that 
facilitates deeper trouble shooting management the platform. Some of this includes direct integration of 
Zimbra tools, extensions of Zimbra tools, and 3rd party software like Puppet and MCollective. 

5’12 5’49 9 Through these practices, we managed to establish long track record of high reliability. Our platform provides 
the highest level of the availability and reliability for customers, because we have designed it to isolate the 
risk to allow outages to only affect the small subset of the user base of any given Zimbra cluster. 
 
This has enabled Synacor to meet exceed the SLA commitment we provided; three-9 in 2012, four-9 going 
forward from 2013 and beyond. 

5’49 7’09 10 One of the key components of our system is now Scality.  We’ve been long standing partner of Scality since 
2012, running multiple production RINGs including 3 single data center RINGs, and one stretched across data 
centers, spanning about 912km, as well as the test, development and pre-production RING to allow us to 



create an application on top of the Scality storage backend.  
 
This has provided us with a very high level reliability and availability, we can apply application update 
rolling-manner without having to take our storage off-line, we are able to increase our hardware capacity on 
demand, in very incremental fashion, and we are durable to hardware failure where the replacement is not 
affect to the end user services.  
 

So, as stated, we have 4 production RINGs. That represents 781TB unique storage, which is 4PB of raw 

storage across of all 4 RINGs, housed in 112 servers, utilizing 1,500 physical disks. 
7’09 8’57 11 Being such a long-standing provider of Zimbra as a service, we have a wealth of experience doing Zimbra 

upgrades.  
 
Our oldest customer is the 3rd largest U.S. telecom which was launched as the first client on Zimbra 4, 
upgraded through the Zimbra 4.5, 5.0, 6.0, and finally onto 7.2.  Our second largest customer is, what still is 
a top 10 leading cable company in United State, which has launched on 4.5 and they upgraded through 5, 6, 
and then finally 8.0.   
 
Through this experience we’ve come up with the number of different techniques.  We no longer do pure 
in-place upgrade, because upgrades often involve a platform upgrade as well as an application upgrade, so 
we tend to move towards migrations between deprecated hardware to green-fielded Zimbra installs in an 
incremental fashion.  
 
In order to reduce the impact of upgrades, we back-port UI changes from the target version to the existing 
version so that our CSP customers can have a gradual introduction of the feature set and the upgrade to the 
clients. 
 
We typically run through doing pilot set of users to run through full QA on the product before we rolled it out 
to a larger population.  And then once we have determined not only any existing bugs but call center 



impact.  Only then we could put through the rest of upgrade. 
8’57 11’10 12 Migrations; getting back on that, we are the trusted partner of a number of different mail customers; we 

manage migrations for over 3 years with over 20 large migrations on our partner’s behalf, and also internal to 
the company.  We built up a number of proven tools and a platform that was the developed in-house to 
support migrations from hosted solutions, like Openwave, Mirapoint, Oracle, AtMail, and Zimbra; and also 
from external cloud based platform, like Google, Microsoft, Tucows, and Hostopia. 
 
Our team has years of experience now providing the services required for migration, not just the actual tasks 
of migrating, but customer experience consulting, program and project management, and training for the 
customer’s call center in order to ensure the smooth transition to the new platform. 
 
We actually breakdown each migration into a number of different steps; starting with the technical discovery, 
where we will determine the size of scope of the migration, the number of users who are coming from, what 
format the data is in.  And we take that information from the technical discovery phase and roll into the 
design phase where we come up with personalize plan for each customer on how’s going to design the target 
hardware, what changes we are going to make the UX to suite the specific customer base, how are we going 
to pull in user configuration data, and finally we move to development stage where we take all the design and 
turn into the actual software platform for the performing the migration. 
 
Ultimately, we get to the hardware installation, configuration, deployment, and the final account migration, 
and mail cut over in the phased approached that we talked about before, moving from a small population of 
friendly users for QA and then through the user base whatever rate is comfortable for that partner. 
 

11’10 11’22 13 And that’s the end of that section.  Our next piece’s going to be on the Synacor operations team, and how 
we manage our large-scale CSP customers. 

 
	  
	  


