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Business Challenge
With an old, failing Nortel infrastructure and a small IT team to manage it, MaRS 

Discovery District needed a new, managed unified communications solution for 

their expanding campus – one that would let them focus on their mission 

while meeting the efficiency and cost pressures inherent in their 

non-profit, government-funded status.

Intelligent IT means knowing where resources are best 

spent. “As a non-profit committed to helping innovative 

startups realize their potential, we deal with a lot of 

companies on the cutting edge of various technologies,” 

says Mark Zimmerman, Chief Information Officer of 

MaRS Discovery District, a non-profit organization that 

helps entrepreneurs and startups realize their potential 

through public-private partnerships. “In that sense, 

it was somewhat ironic that our enterprise telephony 

system was as archaic as it was.”

MaRS had a relatively small IT department and managing, 

updating and finding support for the existing system was 

becoming increasingly onerous, taking up management’s time 

and distracting them from their mission. Moreover, as an entity that 

receives public funds, the pressure to drive efficiencies and reduce costs is 

constant. 

Solution
Burdened with a self-managed Nortel infrastructure that was at the end of 

its life and starting to fail more frequently, MaRS knew they needed to refresh 

their enterprise voice system and went looking for solutions. “We had a 

relationship with Cisco, so they were one of the first providers we 

spoke with, though we put out a full RFP. Our initial thinking 

was that we’d buy gear, install it and continue managing it 

ourselves. Then Allstream, who’d been recommended to us 

by Cisco, said, ‘you know, you can rent it, too, and have it 

managed for you.’ That changed everything.”

MaRS now has a wired and wireless LAN infrastructure 

supporting unified communications (telephones, Instant 

Messaging and Presence). They have fully-managed 

hosting and service support as well as added firewall 

managed security and internet access. Covering four 

buildings, there are roughly 550 users on the UC solution 

and 2500 – 3000 using the wireless network.

“When you combined the price point with the hassles and 

time commitment we were offloading through managed 

hosting, it was definitely the right solution for us.”

Mark Zimmerman, CIO MaRS Discovery District
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Results
The combination of Cisco products/software and 

Allstream’s demonstrable experience in deploying 

managed services solutions was a powerful one, 

but it became quickly clear that MaRS was 

going to get more than they bargained for – 

in the best possible way. “We had in the 

backs of our minds that we wanted to 

leverage whatever technology we 

purchased to meet other needs – 

such as the collaboration issues 

our campus expansion would 

create due to an increasingly 

distributed workforce – but 

we never envisioned the 

extent of the UC solution 

we ended up with,” 

Zimmerman acknowledges.

MaRS now has a wired and 

wireless LAN infrastructure 

delivering extreme uptime 

and business continuity 

while supporting unified 

communications (telephones, 

Instant Messaging and 

Presence). Allstream supplies 

full managed hosting and 

service support, as well as added 

firewall managed security and 

internet access. Extending across four 

campus buildings, there are roughly 

550 users on the UC solution (MaRS staff 

and startups only) and 2500 – 3000 using the 

wireless network.

“Productivity has been a major difference, that’s for 

sure,” Zimmerman asserts. “We simply didn’t have the 

capabilities we do now  

with Presence and IM. It makes communication and 

collaboration so much better, despite the expanded 

campus. It’s actually easier for people to engage with one 

another now.”

On a pure cost basis, Zimmerman is confident the 

system has more than covered the investment. “It 

paid for itself on the telephony, network and WiFi, 

and I’m convinced it pays for itself again on those 

softer benefits.” Additionally, not having to devote the 

considerable time and resources they were expending on 

system management is a clear win. “It was like fighting 

fires – we were in total reactive mode, chasing tickets 

all the time. Of course, in IT you only hear about it when 

things fall apart,” he chuckles. “And that doesn’t happen 

anymore.”

“Are we staying connected as a company as we continue 

to expand? Are we driving more efficiency in internal 

communications, so things aren’t lost in the inbox? The 

key,” asserts Zimmerman, “is to ask the right questions 

and make sure you have the technology to implement 

the answers. That’s our thought process going forward.”

The company already has plans to integrate their 

high-end videoconferencing system with the hosted 

collaboration solution and eventually implement things 

like integrated WebEx solutions. “It’s really about growth,” 

says Zimmerman. “We’ve more than doubled our users 

over the past year, and we’re continually adding campus 

tenants. We just want to keep the momentum going, 

helping people adapt. We have the basics in place, now 

it’s all about adding capability and value.”

“We don’t aspire to be experts 

in unified communications and 

telephony. That’s not how we 

differentiate ourselves or where our 

resources are best applied. That’s 

why we chose Allstream to host those 

services – a company that aspires to 

be the best and focuses on it every 

day. And no one else offered this 

combination of services. This was 

simply the smartest way to do it."
Mark Zimmerman, CIO MaRS Discovery District
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About Allstream

Allstream is a leading North American business telecom provider.  Its technologies and services include innovative highly-scalable IP, Cloud, Voice and Data solutions that 

help customers collaborate easily.  We make it our business to take care of yours. The company is fueled by the knowledge, skills and spirit of its employees who work with 

customers to determine their business needs and contribute to their success.  
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Benefits
“Constant growth with 
ease of implementation 
have been key benefits 
of the cloud based 
infrastructure for us 
operationally. Keeping 
the momentum going, 
helping people adapt 
in real-time and easily 
adding enhanced features 
and functionality with 
minimal effort, will 
enable us to keep our 
users happy - that's 
what its all about.” 

Mark Zimmerman, CIO MaRS Discovery District

Savings

MaRS’ new system prepares them well 

for future communications innovations. 

The company is also experiencing 

significant added productivity and cost 

savings since solution implementation 

due to improved communication and 

collaboration capabilities, as well as 

the vast reduction in maintenance 

resources enabled by the hosted/

managed services solution.

Flexibility

As MaRS looks to optimize their new 

UC capabilities, more and more users 

are engaging through video chat, 

Jabber and Instant Messaging while 

moving away from more cumbersome 

email applications. Add integration 

with their Microsoft Exchange 

platform, and the organization is 

experiencing unprecedented levels of 

reliability, resiliency and flexibility.

Reliability

Reliability, resiliency and redundancy 

are significantly ahead of what MaRs 

would have been able to provide 

had they been using a standalone 

dedicated systems deployed on site. 

Instead of having to invest in a second 

system with duplicate applications, 

licences and support, MaRs was 

able to gain operational advantages, 

ongoing viability no matter the 

situation with no increase in costs.

Contact sales: 
 
sales@allstream.com 
U.S.: 1.888.781.1443 
Canada: 1.800.625.0025

@Allstream

Learn more about our 

solutions at allstream.com


