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HIGH-SPEED PROTOCOLS

Buzzwords such as data highways and information society are becoming ubiquitous and are no longer specific
to the research environment. In this context, many emerging applications are pushing the communication
world to drastic changes. Currently the most prominent example can be seen in the World Wide Web, WWW.
Furthermore, the popularity of networked multimedia applications, such as teleconferencing and telecollab-
oration, is also constantly increasing. As a result, many new opportunities for network users appear in the
public sector as well as in the business and commercial sector.

However, in order to serve all these applications, suitable communication systems are required, including
the underlying network as well as network and transport layer protocols. All components together need to
provide high performance with respect to throughput and latency. Moreover, the integration of multiple services
as it is typical for multimedia applications (e.g., audio, video, and data stream) forms a key requirement.

Due to the emergency of fiber-based technology, high-speed networks are being established that enable
data rates well over the megabit—even the gigabit—per second threshold. In addition, ATM (asynchronous
transfer mode) is under development and will be capable of integrating various services within a single
network, the B-ISDN (broadband integrated services network). Moreover, high-speed protocols and efficient
implementation techniques have been developed during the last couple of years. They especially address the
specific characteristics of high-speed networks and new application requirements. This article focusses on
issues related to high-speed networks.

This article is structured as follows. Important characteristics of high-speed networks are presented first,
followed by information on light-weight transport protocols. Protocol mechanisms as well as the most popular
light-weight protocols are discussed. A section is devoted to the evolution of the widely used Internet protocol
TCP (Transmission Control Protocol). Following this, implementation techniques including parallel protocol
processing and dedicated hardware support are presented. Finally, some conclusions and perspectives on future
trends are given.

Characteristics of High-Speed Networks

High-speed networks are characterized by a high data rate, typically well in the hundreds of Mbps or even in
the gigabit per second range and above. However, there is no specific data rate that qualifies a network to be
called high-speed network. Compared to traditional low-speed networks (e.g., Ethernet), the data rate is higher
by several orders of magnitude. This leads to some very different characteristics of such networks, especially
with respect to end-to-end latency. In low-speed networks, end-to-end latency is dominated by the data rate
of the link. In contrast to this, the speed of signal propagation clearly dominates the end-to-end latency in
high-speed networks. As a result, the so-called bandwidth-delay-product is rapidly increasing in high-speed
networks. This means that a large amount of data can be buffered within the network. This buffering capability
is commonly referred to as path capacity.
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Fig. 1. End systems communicating over a high-speed network.

The basic scenario depicted in Fig. 1 is used to clarify the importance of the path capacity. Two end
systems are interconnected via a communication link of length l = 5000 km. The data rate on the link is r =
1.2 Gbit/s. Furthermore, we assume the communication link to be a fiber link. The speed of light in a fiber link
is approximately v = 2 ∗ 105 km/s. Thus, the signal propagation speed per kilometer calculates to � = 1/v = 5
µs/km. The end-to-end transmission delay d of the communication link is d = l ∗ � = 25 ms, that is, the round
trip time for end-to-end communication is 50 ms. The path capacity p of a link can be calculated as follows: p =
r ∗ l/v. For the example, the path capacity is p = 30 Mbit, that is, 30 Mbit of data are stored on the transmission
link. Table 1 presents path capacities for various networks with different data rates.

The drastic increase in path capacity compared to low-speed networks has a major impact on higher-layer
protocols. Several protocol mechanisms that regulate the data flow between end systems are affected, especially
at the transport layer. Taking the numbers above, a sending station has to wait 50 ms before it can expect to
receive an indication from the receiving station about the transmitted data. However, during that time, the
sender can already transmit 60 Mbit (i.e., 7.5 MByte) of data. Thus, it can send a complete file without receiving
any indication of proper reception or of any errors. This situation is very different from low-speed networks
where usually the first feedback information arrives at the sender after the transmission of a few bits (e.g., 4
bits if ISDN is used in the example). This drastic change of behavior requires enhanced protocol mechanisms.

Moreover, due to the increased speed within the network, the time in which a data unit needs to be handled
in the attached systems (end systems, routers, . . .) decreases dramatically. Given the previous example, data
units of 8 kbytes need to be processed in about 55 µs. However, if the length of the data unit is only 53 bytes
(e.g., an ATM cell), it needs to be received and processed in less than 0.4 µs. Comparable numbers in a 10
Mbit/s Ethernet are 6.5 ms and 42 µs, respectively. These numbers underline that requirements on protocol
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processing and memory access speed are other significant factors that need to be addressed with the advent of
high-speed networks.

Light-Weight Transport Protocols

Protocol mechanisms at the transport layer must address the increasing path capacity in order to provide
efficient communication services to the application. In the following, first basic protocol mechanisms are
discussed, followed by the presentation of selected light-weight protocols that introduced and applied novel
protocol mechanisms.

Basic Protocol Mechanisms. Several protocol mechanisms are typically part of connection-oriented
transport protocols that provide a reliable service. Among them are mechanisms for:

• connection establishment and termination
• error control
• flow control

Connection establishment can be seen as a performance critical protocol function, especially with the event
of applications that are based on the client/server paradigm. Typically, a handshake-based mechanism is used
to establish a connection as depicted in Fig. 2(a). The sender issues a connect request message and needs to
wait for a connect indication message before it is allowed to transfer user data to the peer entity. During this
handshake procedure some parameters, such as data rate and window size, can be negotiated among the sender,
the receiver, and the service provider. This includes QoS (quality of service) parameters for multimedia services.
However, the handshake procedures lead to a latency of at least one round-trip time before the first byte of
user data can be sent, that is, a delay of 50 ms with respect to the example presented previously. In this time
60 Mbit of user data could have been transmitted. Many client/server based applications do not require a large
amount of data to be sent and, thus, the time needed for connection establishment, tconn, can easily dominate
the time needed for user data transfer, tdata, that is, tconn ≥ tdata. In order to increase the efficiency of connection
establishments, implicit mechanisms have been developed. User data can be transmitted immediately with
or after the connection establishment message; see Fig. 2(b). Implicit mechanisms drastically decrease the
connection set-up latency. Therefore, transactions can be finalized much faster. For example, the transaction
time ttrans can be reduced to ttrans ≈ 50 ms instead of ttrans > 100 ms with the handshake-based mechanism.
However, guarantees with respect to quality of service can not be given. Therefore, such mechanisms are
not targeted for multimedia applications. Protocols serving multimedia applications typically use a separate
signaling protocol in order to establish a connection with dedicated QoS requirements.

Connection termination also needs special attention in the environment of client/server applications
and high-speed networks. If handshake-based mechanisms are used for establishment and termination of
connections, the number of packets and the time consumed for connection management may be higher than
the number of packets and the time needed to transmit the user data. Therefore, the number of connection
management packets should be minimized. In addition to an implicit connection establishment, so-called timer-
based mechanisms have been introduced in order to avoid connection termination messages. Timers are used
at both sides to determine the point in time at which the connection is terminated. The timers are updated
each time user data are either received or sent. The value of the timer needs to consider the round-trip time of
the connection and possible data retransmissions. The mechanism is very sensitive to a proper dimensioning
of the timer. A disadvantage of timer-based connection handling can be seen in the fact that connection state
must be held longer, since the timer needs to be set to a high enough value. This can be a burden at servers
which are frequently requested.
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Fig. 2. Connection establishment.

Protocol mechanisms that implement error control also need to be adapted for usage in networks with high-
path capacity. Typically, very simple error control mechanisms are implemented within transport protocols.
Acknowledgments are used by the receiver to indicate the correct reception of data units that have been sent.
If a data unit is not acknowledged it is retransmitted by the sender after the timeout of a related timer. The
most simple acknowledgment mechanism uses cumulative acknowledgments. All correctly received data units
in sequence are acknowledged. All data received subsequently to a corrupted data unit are discarded and not
acknowledged. The sender needs to wait for at least a round-trip time in order to know whether the data unit
has been received correctly or not.

For retransmission of erroneous data, often the so-called go-back-N mechanism is applied, especially in
conjunction with cumulative acknowledgments. With this mechanism, all data following the corrupted data
unit are retransmitted. Due to the potentially large amount of data in transit, this can dramatically increase
the load on the network. In case of selective acknowledgments, more advanced retransmission mechanisms
can be implemented that reduce the traffic with respect to the amount of data to be retransmitted. Selective
acknowledgments allow—in contrast to cumulative mechanisms—the acknowledgment of data that has been
correctly received subsequent to a corrupted data unit. The disadvantage can be seen in increased memory re-
quirements at the receiving system. However, latency can be significantly reduced which is highly desirable for
many applications, especially for interactive applications (e.g., teleconferencing). Selective acknowledgments
are very attractive in high-speed networks since they do not require the retransmission of all data in transit.
Furthermore, forward error correction (FEC) appears as a useful alternative in high speed networks since
it completely avoids the round trip time to correct—at least part of—the errors. The basic principle is that
redundant data are transmitted. Thus, the receiver may be capable to reconstruct the original data even in
case of lost or corrupted data. However, this does not guarantee complete reliability. Therefore an additional
option to use retransmissions is required. This is needed if too many data are corrupted or lost and, thus, the
original data cannot be reconstructed. The potential disadvantages of FEC can be seen in the increased load
on the network as well as in the considerable high processing power needed for good FEC mechanisms.

The task of flow control is to regulate the flow of data between two communicating protocol entities.
The resources of the receiving system (buffer, processing power) are protected against overload conditions.
The basic mechanism used in various transport protocols is a credit-based sliding window mechanism. The
sender has a certain credit—the window—that is, an amount of data (measured in bytes or data units) that
it is allowed to send before receiving an acknowledgment. This credit basically reflects the buffer capability of
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the receiver. With increasing path capacity the utilization of the communication link by two communicating
stations decreases with such an approach. Typical window sizes are in the range of kbytes and, thus, smaller
than the path capacity of high-speed networks. Therefore, a new mechanism called rate control has been
developed during the last couple of years. It is applied in various light-weight protocols. With rate control,
traffic is controlled via the rate of the sending station in contrast to the credit used by sliding window. Sending
and receiving system as well as the network agree on this rate, that is, the receiving system and the network
claim that they can process data received with the rate agreed upon.

Light-Weight Transport Protocols. During the past twenty years various transport protocols have
been developed. The Internet protocol TCP can be stated as the most prominent example. It was one of the
earliest transport protocols and currently is implemented on almost all computers. Since many changes in the
networks can be observed, especially with the event of high-speed networks, the requirements on transport
protocols have changed. Furthermore, application requirements did dramatically change. The client/server-
paradigm is penetrating the communication area today and service integration is getting increasingly impor-
tant with respect to multimedia applications.

In order to address the changes related to high speed networks, various so-called light-weight transport
protocols have been developed. Light-weight protocols shorten the regular data path and, generally, mini-
mize protocol overhead. The most prominent ones are briefly described in the following with respect to their
individual contributions. The protocols are:

• Delta-t (1), (2)
• NETBLT (3), (4)
• VMTP (5), (6), (7)
• URP (8)
• XTP (9), (10)

The “father” of transport protocols can be seen in TCP. Each of the protocols listed above inherits some
mechanisms from TCP and replaces or improves other mechanisms. An excellent overview of the correlation
among these protocols can be found in (11). The transport protocol of the OSI protocol suite, transport protocol
class 4 (TP4), is not discussed further since it does not introduce any new protocol mechanisms and it is not of
practical relevance today. TCP itself is constantly undergoing changes. Those relevant to high-speed networks
are summarized in the section on TCP.

The presented light-weight transport protocols have been designed with a connectionless network service
in mind, such as IP (Internet Protocol). The only exception is URP which is based on the virtual-circuit oriented
network Datakit.

Delta-t. In the late 1970s, the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory designed a new transport protocol called
Delta-t. The development was driven by the idea to provide high performance communication support for
client/server applications. Delta-t presents one of the earliest protocols that addresses the specific require-
ments for client/server applications. It provides some trail-blazing approaches that are more or less standard
today. One of its main characteristics is that it minimized the latency between initiating the connection estab-
lishment and the actual start of the data-transfer phase as well as the overall number of data units exchanged.
The novelty that is introduced by Delta-t is an implicit connection establishment mechanism. It minimizes
the number of data units exchanged and, thus, the delay until user-data transfer can start. Handshake pro-
cedures are completely avoided. Data can be transferred in Delta-t immediately after issuing the connection
establishment. Another novelty of Delta-t is the definition of a timer-based protocol mechanism for connection
termination. It avoids a handshake procedure for connection termination and, thus, further reduces the over-
head with respect to the number of data units exchanged. For such a mechanism, unambiguous connection
identifiers are needed. Furthermore, connection identifiers need to be frozen after connection termination, that
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is, they cannot be immediately used by a newly established connection, in order to avoid problems with delayed
duplicates of an already closed connection.

Although Delta-t is not used widely today, it provided important insights in efficient support of
client/server applications. The connection handling mechanisms have been adopted by subsequent protocols,
even by TCP (see section on TCP).

Network Block Transfer Protocol. The protocol NETBLT (network block transfer protocol) was developed
at MIT. It directly targets transmission links with high-path capacity. However, it addresses links with a low-
speed data rate: satellite links. The extreme length of satellite links (72000 km) leads to a high-path capacity
without the necessity of a very high data rate on that link. In such environments, window based flow control
can not be applied efficiently. It either leads to large windows or underutilized communication links. NETBLT
specifically addresses this problem and a novel mechanism that combines window based flow control with a
newly introduced rate based flow control is presented. Furthermore, in NETBLT error control and flow control
are decoupled and, thus, not overloaded.

NETBLT introduces so-called bursts for the implementation of the rate based flow control. Two burst
parameters are defined to regulate data transmission: burst size and burst rate. The burst size limits the length
of a burst, that is, the amount of data that can be sent continuously. The burst rate defines the minimum time
interval between two subsequent bursts.

Consequently, the data rate on the link is controlled by these two parameters. Therefore, larger windows
can be used without causing an overflow at the receiver. Burst size and burst rate are negotiated among the
involved parties.

With respect to error control, NETBLT also introduces novel mechanisms. It uses a combination of
cumulative and selective acknowledgments. Selective acknowledgments signal that certain data units have
been lost or corrupted. Cumulative acknowledgments signal the correct reception of a sequence of data units.
Since selective acknowledgments are used, NETBLT can apply selective retransmissions as well. In order to
reduce the overhead introduced by acknowledgments, so-called buffers are introduced as basic units for the
handling of acknowledgments. Buffers contain a number of data units that are logically treated as single unit.
Thus, an acknowledgement is needed with respect to buffers and not according to the number of data units
exchanged. The size of the buffer is negotiated between sender and receiver.

Versatile Message Transaction Protocol. The protocol VMTP (versatile message transaction protocol)
was developed at Stanford University for usage with the distributed operating system V. The main purpose was
in an efficient support of remote procedure calls, that is, transaction-based applications. The goal is somewhat
comparable to that of Delta-t.

VMTP introduces so-called message transactions that model remote procedure calls. A message trans-
action comprises the request and one or multiple optional response messages. Message transactions can be
directly forwarded from one server to another without involvement of the client. The design of VMTP incorpo-
rates an implicit and timer-based connection handling derived from Delta-t.

Furthermore, VMTP supports multicasting, that is, a transaction request can be sent to multiple servers.
It is among the first protocols that address the need for specific multicasting support. A novelty of VMTP can
be seen in the 64-bit long unambiguous connection identifiers which are independent from the network layer
address. This enables the migration of VMTP entities in the network, for example in order to implement load
balancing in distributed systems. VMTP further applies a rate control mechanism in order to control the data
flow between communicating entities. The mechanism is comparable to NETBLT. However, the rate control is
also slightly different from that applied in NETBLT. VMTP uses so-called interpacket gaps, that is, it controls
the gaps between two consecutive data units. Therefore, a finer timer granularity is required compared to the
interburst gaps controlled in NETBLT. However, VMTP was from the beginning developed with a hardware
supported implementation in mind. Thus, a higher timer resolution could be integrated more easily than within
a software implementation.



HIGH-SPEED PROTOCOLS 7

The idea of a hardware implementation also influenced the packet format defined in VMTP. A pipelined
processing of different header fields (e.g., encryption, checksum) is directly supported.

Universal Receiver Protocol. The protocol URP (universal receiver protocol) was developed in the mid-
1980s at AT&T in order to provide universal data transport across their Datakit network.

The communication structure of URP is based on simplex transmissions, thus, a full duplex connection is
composed of two simplex connections, one per direction. Data are handled on the bases of 8 bits. Two operating
modes are distinguished for the receiver: block mode and character mode. In block mode, sequence numbered
blocks are used for data transmission. Block retransmission is available as an option in case of error. In
character mode, data are transmitted as character stream without the option of retransmission. The service
provided by character mode and by block mode without retransmission is very different from the services
discussed previously. Data are delivered error-free and in sequence, but some data in between may be lost.
Moreover, in character mode, data losses can not be detected. Thus, character mode reflects a very simple
service that can be implemented with low overhead. Generally, URP is one of the first protocols that provides
some flexibility with respect to the provided service. This is very important, especially with the advent of
multimedia applications. The grade of URP service can be selected by the transmitter.

Since URP was designed for high-speed networks, optimizations were integrated in the protocol. One of
the most interesting design issues is the relocation of some processing intensive tasks from the receiver to the
sender. This is motivated by the fact that usually the receiver represents the performance bottleneck. Protocol
mechanisms that follow such an approach are called sender-driven mechanisms. This is reflected mainly in the
acknowledgment procedure of URP. The sender explicitly asks for an acknowledgment from the receiver, for
example, after having sent a full window of data. Thus, the decision and the processing related to it are located
on the sender side and not at the receiver side. Furthermore, in block mode a so-called reject mechanism is
implemented that basically reflects a selective acknowledgment. This allows the speed up of retransmissions.
The data format used in URPs block mode is very different from those of other protocols. It uses a trailer of 4
bytes that follows a block of data; no header is involved. This simplifies processing in hardware. A hardware
based implementation of URP was a vision of the protocol designers.

URP is not widely used today. However, many concepts are inherited and enhanced in XTP which is among
the most prominent protocols during the last couple of years.

EXpress Transport Protocol. The protocol XTP (express transport protocol) was developed with the goal
of a VLSI implementation. Moreover, it was targeted toward an efficient support for real time applications.

The idea of a hardware implementation influenced the data format of XTP similarly to VMTP and URP.
However, it needs to be stated that the current data format of XTP 4.0 is very different from that described
in the first specifications of XTP. For example, the control fields moved entirely from the packet trailer to the
header.

XTP introduces an out-of-band signaling at the transport layer. It is the first protocol that uses out-of-band
signaling over connectionless network services. The exchange of control information between XTP entities and
the transfer of user data are clearly separated. Moreover, the protocol was designed as a set of orthogonal
protocol functions that can be mapped onto a multiprocessor platform. Such a design also forms a sound basis
for a protocol that provodes multiple services. This idea was inherited from URP. XTP provides many different
mechanisms and, thus, is capable of supporting different services for a large variety of applications. Different
strategies and options of protocol mechanisms can be selected by individual applications. Generally, XTP uses
many of the protocol mechanisms introduced by earlier protocols, for example, selective acknowledgments
and rate-based flow control. Moreover, the use of sender-driven mechanisms of URP which relaxes processing
requirements at the receiver is applied. In some sense, XTP collected mechanisms that are suited for high-speed
networks from earlier protocols.

XTP introduces a flexible addressing mechanism, that is, different addressing schemes can be applied
(e.g., Internet addressing or OSI addressing). With this flexibility, XTP can be used in different networking
environments, such as Internet or OSI. However, today it is mainly used over the Internet, that is, over IP.
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Furthermore, XTP provides multicasting. Different mechanisms have been supported over time. Multicast
support forms an important issue for many emerging applications. Proper support is still under discussion
today. Version 4.0 provides a reliable multicast service.

Evolution of TCP

As discussed in the previous section, many new transport protocols have been designed with respect to the
characteristics of high-speed networks and with respect to application requirements. However, none of these
protocols is widely used today. TCP, which was developed over twenty years ago, clearly dominates the market.
However, TCP has also changed over time; mechanisms have been integrated to solve some problems of TCP
and that support TCP over high-speed networks. Some prominent examples are:

• avoidance of the Silly Window Syndrome
• window scaling
• connection count

TCP uses a sliding window mechanism for flow control and cumulative acknowledgements with go-back-N
retransmission. In this context, one of the first performance problems that was observed was the so-called Silly
Window Syndrome. It is characterized by a situation in which the receiver advertises only small windows and,
thus, the sender transmits data in small segments (12). Such a situation is initially caused by a sender, who—in
the case of a push flag—has only few data to send which are acknowledged immediately by the receiver. During
long data transmissions (e.g., large file transfers) the sender cannot recover from such a situation and the
performance of the data transfer can decrease drastically. However, the Silly Window Syndrome can be avoided
by using the following simple algorithms at the receiver and sender, respectively. The sender should refrain
from sending small segments. As a general rule the sender should only send if the window is filled by more than
25% of the window size. At the receiver side, two complementary algorithms should be implemented. First,
the receiver should avoid advertising small windows. The receiver should only offer a new window if at least
some fraction of the overall window size (e.g., 50%) can be offered. Furthermore, the receiver should refrain
from sending an acknowledgment at all if the push flag was not set in the received segment and no data are
flowing in the reverse direction. This decreases the processing requirements of the sender since the number of
acknowledgments that it needs to process is reduced. These algorithms are suggested for use with TCP in the
host requirements document (13).

TCP uses a 16-bit field for window advertisements and the basic unit for advertisements is a byte. Thus,
the maximum window size wmax can be calculated as follows: wmax = 216 byte = 65 kbyte. With this limited
window size, high-speed networks cannot be highly utilized. In order to overcome this problem, a new option
has been introduced in TCP that allows the use of other basic units for window scaling. The basic unit is
advertised within a SYN segment during connection establishment (see Fig. 3). The basic units are multiples
of a byte and they are coded logarithmically, for example, the factor 3 leads to a scaling factor S = 23 = 8. There
exists an upper limit of S = 214 for the scaling factor in order to bound the highest usable sequence number.

Proper support of client/server applications leads to another new TCP option, the so-called connection
count. Connection counters are used to avoid the handshake procedure for connection establishment. This
version of TCP is called T/TCP (transaction TCP) or TAO (TCP accelerated open). The connection count is
monotonically increased every time a new connection is established. The server stores the last connection
count received from a client. If a SYN segment is received by the server, it compares the connection count with
the value stored at the server. If the received connection count is larger, the connection can immediately be
established. If it is smaller, the normal handshake procedure is used.
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Fig. 3. Transaction support of T/TCP.

Implementation Techniques

During the past few years, implementation techniques for communication systems have been discussed for
various reasons. The two main reasons are efficiency and flexibility. The latter occurs especially in environments
with networked multimedia applications and is not discussed further here.

Given that currently available transmission technology can deliver data across networks at rates exceed-
ing the gigabit per second range, one challenge in building high performance communication systems is the
design of efficient protocol implementations. Considering the increasing gap between the growth of physical
network bandwidth and the growth in processing power available for protocol processing, multiprocessor plat-
forms were considered to overcome performance bottlenecks. Therefore, the communications system has to be
adequately partitioned in order to make use of such architectures.

Besides processing requirements, data manipulation functions (i.e., memory access and data copies) play
a crucial role for high performance communication systems. The technique of integrated layer processing
has been introduced to overcome this bottleneck. Due to the many difficulties with this technique, no major
breakthrough could be achieved up to now.

Parallel Protocol Processing. In this section, different types and levels of parallelism that can be
applied in communication systems are introduced first. Then, some of the most prominent projects in parallel
protocol processing are briefly summarized and their results are evaluated.

Types of Parallelism. Two types of parallelism can be distinguished:

• spatial parallelism
• temporal parallelism

Spatial parallelism is based on the mapping of the processing task on multiple concurrently operating
processing units. Two types of spatial parallelism can be distinguished:

• SIMD-like organization
• MISD-like organization

Spatial parallelism based on an SIMD (single instruction multiple data) organization reflects parallelism
among identical tasks independently and concurrently operating on different data units. A scheduling dis-
cipline, for example, round robin, may be used to allocate data to processing units. An SIMD organization
requires only a minimum of synchronization among the processing units. However, it does not decrease the
processing time for a single data unit. However, it increases the number of data units processed during a
certain time interval. The performance benefits are limited by the maximum number of concurrently utilizable
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processing units which can be approximately calculated by multiplying the mean packet processing time with
the target throughput.

Spatial parallelism based on an MISD (multiple instructions single data) organization is associated
with concurrent processing of different tasks on the same data. Applying an MISD organization reduces the
processing time required for a single data unit since multiple tasks are processed concurrently. However, a
high degree on synchronization among the processing units may be required. Careful balancing of the system
is needed to ensure that synchronization overhead does not paralyze system performance.

Temporal parallelism is provided by the concept of pipelining which is similar to assembly lines in
industrial plants. To achieve pipelining, the processing task has to be subdivided into a sequence of subtasks
each mapped on a different pipeline stage. Thereby, each pipeline stage processes different data at the same
point in time. The protocol VMTP has especially addressed this issue in the protocol design. Pipelining does
not decrease the processing time needed for a single data unit. It increases the completion rate of packets and,
consequently, the system throughput. Since the performance of a pipeline is limited by its slowest stage, stage
balancing is an important issue.

Levels of Parallelism. In communication subsystems, mainly four different levels of parallelism can be
distinguished based on the granularity of an atomic unit:

• stack level
• entity level
• function level
• intra-function level

The stack level forms the most coarse-grained level of parallelism applied to communication subsystems.
An atomic unit comprises a complete protocol stack consisting of different protocol layers. Mainly spatial
parallelism providing SIMD organization can be implemented at the stack level. Each stack can be associated
with a separate connection or a dedicated application data stream (e.g., in case of connectionless services).
In this case, packets are scheduled on a per connection basis and parallelism takes place among concurrent
connections. However, this approach does not improve the performance of a single stack and, moreover, load
balancing between the stacks cannot be influenced since the relation of packets to corresponding connections
dictates the data distribution over the processing units. As a consequence, some processing units may be heavily
loaded requiring additional processing power, whereas others are lightly loaded or even idle. An alternative
approach using per packet scheduling may lead to a more beneficial load distribution. Packets are scheduled
based on the availability of processing units, independent of their relation to a connection, or an application
data stream. The performance of a single connection can be increased by concurrently processing multiple data
units associated with a single connection. However, this solution requires synchronization among processing
units concurrently operating on different packets belonging to the same connection.

The entity level provides a finer granularity. An atomic unit is either associated with a complete protocol,
or, more modular, with the receive entity formed by the receive part of the protocol, and the send entity
formed by the send part. Spatial parallelism can be applied resulting in the same trade-offs as at the stack
level. Entities belonging to different protocol layers can be implemented in a layer pipeline using temporal
parallelism to form a complete protocol stack. The layer pipeline can further be subdivided into a receive
pipeline and a send pipeline which are mutually independent to a large extent. They may coordinate their
operation on data units belonging to the same connection by using common connection control information.
Furthermore, synchronization among send and receive pipeline may be required.

At the function level, protocol functions are used as atomic units (e.g., connection establishment, flow
control). A first and necessary step in that direction is the analysis of protocols in view of extracting the intrinsic
parallelism among protocol functions. The result of this analysis can be given in the form of a dependency graph
representing the relationship among the protocol functions, mainly in terms of data dependency.
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At the intra-function level, concurrent processing is applied in order to increase the performance of a
single protocol function. Some examples include computing intensive functions, such as checksum processing,
encoding or encryption, or functions operating on large data bases, for example, the routing function.

Experiences in Parallel Protocol Processing. Many projects on parallel protocol processing had
been started by the end of the 1980s. In this article, only a few are selected that provide dedicated experience
and cover the main areas just presented. Most projects experiment with the OSI protocol stack. Few projects
address new protocols, such as XTP.

One project intensively investigated parallelism at the stack level (18). Important issues that need to
be considered at that level are packet ordering, handling of segmented data, access to connection control
information, and shared protocol data (e.g., IP routing table). Packets are scheduled on a packet-by-packet bases
among the involved stacks. In (19) a centralized internal sequence number scheme is applied to packets as well
as to control information. Based on this, processing of packets or control information arriving out-of-order is
postponed until a processor identifies them as the next to be processed. To avoid any synchronization problems
associated with concurrent processing of connection control information, a separate disjoint processing stage
is implemented. This is a proper design in cases where packet processing dominates control processing, for
example in the presentation layer. Since scheduling is performed on a per packet bases, segments of the same
data unit may be processed by different processing units. The reason is that during reception from the network
it cannot be determined whether a segment of some higher layer packet is received. This problem of segmented
data units can be avoided by using per connection scheduling at the stack level. However, this requires an
unambiguous identification of higher layer connections during packet reception from the network, that is,
intelligent packet filters are needed. The results reported in (18) were achieved with up to four processors. A
performance improvement of up to 3.5 was achieved with four processors. The results were highly dependent
on the size of a data unit. Large data units allow for a higher degree of parallelism and, thus, lead to better
performance.

Few projects addressed function level parallelism. Some of them with dedicated HW support (20,21), some
of them using transputer networks (22,23). The XTP project even tried to directly couple protocol design and
VLSI (very large scale integration) implementation (24). They failed with respect to VLSI implementation.
However, XTP became a very prominent protocol that highly influenced the development of communication
systems over the last years, especially with respect to integrated services and multicasting.

The projects that were using transputer networks for parallel protocol processing either applied func-
tion level parallelism (15,22) or entity level parallelism (25). All of them needed to overcome the distributed
memory architecture associated with transputer networks. In (25) a global memory for several transputers
was implemented. Generally, these projects achieved some performance advantage compared to traditional
implementations. However, with respect to the increased cost due to multiprocessing, these numbers are not
very promising. This mismatch between cost increase and performance speed-up can be seen as one of the
main reasons why parallel protocol processing did not succeed up to now. In (25) a speed-up of 1.55 is reported
with 2 transputers and a speed-up of 2.17 with the use of four transputers. The reason for the low speed-up
numbers can be found in the uneven loadbalancing that occurs because the protocols were not designed for
parallel processing. In (22) a speed-up of 3.73 was reported with the use of eight transputers. Again, uneven
load balancing is the reason for this comparable low speed-up.

In Ref. 26 a protocol processor consisting of multiple processors and memory modules was applied for the
implementation of a light-weight transport protocol. The main characteristic of the protocol can be seen in the
exchange of complete state information instead of state updates. Processing of 20,000 headers/s is expected to
be feasible. The operating system was identified as performance bottleneck.

Located between entity level parallelism and function level parallelism are approaches that accelerate
processing of an entity by the use of dedicated hardware for some performance critical functions, such as
buffer management, timer management and the like. In (27) a dedicated software process was in charge of
buffer management. The XTP project, for example, targeted a dedicated VLSI support of buffer management.
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Furthermore, the usage of specialized memory chips, such as CAMs, was addressed in (20) in order to speed-up
timer management. For the implementation of the retransmission timer, CAMs were used. However, the usage
of special memory did not succeed mainly because of cost reasons. Checksumming is a typical protocol function
that can be implemented in hardware. In transport protocols it usually requires read access to the user data
along with some arithmetical calculations. Dependent on the location of the checksum in the data unit, this
function can be processed on-the-fly during data movements applying pipelined parallelism and reducing the
number of memory accesses needed. Advanced network interfaces provide support for on-the-fly processing
of transport layer checksums on the network adapter. Pipelining is usually applied at the interface between
network adapter and host processing. Efficient implementation techniques are required to avoid this interface
becoming the system bottleneck. Mapping of the adapter memory into the hosts virtual memory is a possible
way of avoiding data movements between host and adapter. Examples for memory-mapped network interfaces
are (28) and (29).

Summary

The event of high-speed networks with a high path capacity stimulated the development of so-called light-
weight transport protocols. This article provided an overview of the most important light-weight protocols and
the novelties that were introduced by these protocols. Moreover, the evolution of TCP is briefly summarized
with respect to high-speed networks. It can be observed that some of the mechanisms introduced within the
context of light-weight protocols are now being used in TCP. Examples are implicit connection establishment
and timer-based connection termination. Thus, it can be expected that TCP will further adapt promising
mechanisms if they are required by dedicated applications. An example that is under discussion is the support
of selective acknowledgments. Furthermore, it can be expected that TCP will stay among the most popular
protocols—it will not be replaced by a light-weight transport protocol. However, with respect to multicasting, it
might be replaced by transport protocols that have dedicated multicasting support. An excellent investigation
on protocol mechanisms for reliable multicast protocols can be found in Ref. 30.

The increased network speed also imposes higher processing requirements on communication systems.
Parallel processing can be seen as one approach to increase processing power. The possibilities of applying
parallelism to protocol processing have been briefly summarized. Some of the most interesting projects have
been selected and presented with their main achievements. However, it must be stated that, generally, parallel
protocol processing did not succeed for several reasons. Protocols are not designed for parallel processing
which leads to problems in load balancing among the processors involved. Thus, no linear speed-up can be
achieved. This leads to the problem that the increased cost due to parallel processing cannot be justified.
The most promising approach can be seen in entity acceleration by implementing dedicated functions in
hardware. Implementations complient with this approach can be found quite often (e.g., hardware-based on-
the-fly checksumming). Finally, it needs to be stated that even entity acceleration may be less important
for certain protocol functions in the future. This is because processors do provide more and more dedicated
instructions for performance intensive functions related to multimedia (e.g., video coding (28)).
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