
Beyond TDM 
A modernized approach to federal networks



Time Division 
Multiplexing systems 
have long been the 
standard supporting 
federal networking 
architectures, but 

agencies today must 
change their approach. 
Here’s what they can do 
to drive modernization.

Time Division Multiplexing (TDM) systems using SONET/SDH protocols have been 

the standard supporting federal networking architectures for over 20 years. But as 

government IT operations evolve, TDM is proving increasingly problematic: It’s pricey 

to maintain, difficult to scale, and manufacturers are no longer making many of the 

key components required for TDM. 

“Much of the equipment that supports those outdated protocols is being 

discontinued,” says Jim Westdorp, Chief Technologist at Ciena Government 

Solutions. “Equipment is failing in the field. There are fewer and fewer folks who 

even understand that equipment and from a carrier perspective, many of the legacy 

TDM services are being discontinued.”

At the same time, the federal government requires robust and reliable networks, 

given both the rise in remote work and the increased use of data to drive federal 

operations.

“The tools that people need to be able to do their jobs on a day-to-day basis are 

tied to this older technology, and those things go down. They don’t always work,” 

says David Kushner, Senior Vice President of Sales at ViON.

Agencies need to take a different route if they want to improve their network 

architecture and acquire the technology necessary to service the agency’s mission.
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Introduction



Rather than rely on a legacy TDM system, Westdorp recommends a modernized 

network based on routing and switching technology, which refers to the movement 

of data in small blocks—or packets—based on the destination address. This 

approach delivers a number of key advantages for the government.

“First, packet technology has orders of magnitude more capacity than legacy 

networks,” Westdorp says. At a time when IoT sensors and other inputs are 

generating vast volumes of data, capacity is of the utmost importance for agencies 

as they look ahead to the future. They are in search of  better outcomes, which 

means data and the infrastructure has to be part of the planning process.

Indeed, packet-based networks are inherently more scalable and flexible than legacy 

TDM systems. They’re also supported by significant industry investments. “This 

is where you see most of the growth in modern infrastructures,” Westdorp says. 

“Packet technology provides the basis for almost all of our current IT systems. It has 

huge volume and large efficiencies of scale.”

A modernized approach
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“Packet technology provides the 
basis for almost all of our current 
IT systems. It has huge volume and 
large efficiencies of scale.”

 Jim Westdorp 
Chief Technologist, Ciena Government Solutions
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Telecommunications providers, are standardizing around 

packet-based technologies, which creates some urgency for 

federal agencies who may still be tied to legacy approaches.

By modernizing toward a commonly-accepted standard, “you 

have a much richer set of building blocks to construct your 

network from. You’re not constrained to one or a small handful 

of vendors, and you have the benefit of a tremendous amount 

of industry investment,” says Westdorp 

All of this helps to future-proof government networks. 

Networks must be upgraded for security, improved 

capabilities, and application innovation.

“There will be newer technologies with more capability 

coming online, and with this approach you will be in a better 

position from a lifecycle perspective,” Westdorp says. 

Ideally, this modernized offering would be consumed in an 

infrastructure-as-a-service (IaaS) model, which delivers key 

advantages to government agencies.

“Infrastructure-as-a-service inherently means an agency 

is utilizing operating expenses, rather than undertaking 

modernization through some massive upfront CAPEX 

investment that perhaps the agency didn’t plan or budget for,” 

Kushner says.

By shifting to a pay-as-you-go or a subscription-based model, 

“you’re aligning your budget and your technology with your 

mission needs,” Kushner adds. “You’re also accelerating the 

modernization of the network and the infrastructure, while 

reducing the management burden from an IT perspective.”

IaaS offers the flexibility inherent in a cloud-based service, 

which is an important consideration as agencies look to 

expand their network usage based on emerging use cases or 

shifting business requirements.

“A true infrastructure-as-a-service offering allows customers 

the flexibility to transition off of legacy TDM as fast or slow as 

needed to support critical applications. This helps ease the 

technical and financial burden,” Kushner explains.

An industry-wide backing



To help government transition to a modernized network infrastructure, 

ViON and Ciena have joined together to bring to market a solution 

that combines their unique offerings.

A networking systems, services and software company, Ciena delivers 

the capabilities needed to modernize networks. For years, Ciena has 

provided network capabilities in government and supported smooth 

upgrades while keeping mission-critical systems fully functional.

ViON, in turn, supports the implementation with an as-a-service 

acquisition model under its cloud management platform. The ViON 

Marketplace, for example, empowers agencies to explore technology 

options, while its order management and service contract processes 

ensure federal customers can rapidly spin up the services they need. 

In addition, the “aaS” model enables governance and reporting 

capabilities that help manage utilization.

“By utilizing one platform to manage the entire IT environment, 

agencies can simplify their operations and significantly reduce the 

burden on their IT folks. It helps reduce some of the complexities 

inherent in these complex IT Modernization implementations,” 

Kushner says.

Together, Ciena and ViON deliver a solution that brings into play the 

most widely-used equipment in the industry, achieving new levels of 

scalability while breaking free of legacy constraints. At a time when 

carriers are phasing out support for TDM services, and when TDM 

replacement components are becoming increasingly hard to find, a 

modernized solution that delivers both TDM and Ethernet services to 

the edge using packet-based networking via IaaS offers a way forward.

In terms of process, ViON and Ciena together offer a consultative 

approach to help facilitate the transition, easing the migration from 

legacy to modernized networking. 

“We can go in to evaluate: What does the current environment look 

like? What does the current network look like? Where do they want to 

be? Where do they want to get to?” Kushner says. “We can help to 

plan that migration strategy and execute it from beginning to end.”

A service built on collaboration
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“By utilizing one platform to manage the entire IT environment, agencies 
can simplify their operations and significantly reduce the burden on their IT 
folks. It helps reduce some of the complexities inherent in these complex IT 
Modernization implementations.”

 David Kushner   |    Senior Vice President of Sales, ViON



The time for upgrading infrastructure is now.  

In addition to mapping current usage and needs, it also makes sense to chart likely 

future requirements, as a way to ensure that an upgrade to a modernized platform 

can support not only current needs, but also emerging ones.

“What does the growth look like?” Westdorp asks. “If agencies can map out where 

they are today and where they’re likely to be in the future, we can use that to 

develop a transition plan.”

With thoughtful planning today, federal agencies can take the next step toward a 

modernized infrastructure. As TDM fades from currency, a packet-based architecture 

will help ensure agencies have the capacity, scalability and resilience to support 

whatever networking requirements may emerge. 

A plan for the future

Learn more about how Ciena and ViON can help 
your agency modernize its network architecture. 
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http://go.vion.com/ciena

