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Introduction

3GPP has decided  to use an XML encoded body as a means to transport some pieces of information that cannot be encoded  in SIP messages. At the time of taking that decision as a working assumption, encoding of information in an extra body was the only available solution. 

Now, encoding of information as SIP P- headers becomes an alternative solution, so it requires a 3GPP evaluation to decide what is the best way to transport the extra information required by 3GPP.

History

Traditionally, the IETF had allowed to register new SIP headers with IANA. The only requirements was the availability of an Internet Draft that described the header. Some organizations (e.g., PacketCable) used this mechanism to register their own headers in SIP. The actual registrar of SIP headers can be found at http://www.iana.org/assignments/sip-parameters
According to that procedure, it was always 3GPP's plan to register with IANA those SIP headers that were considered to be required by 3GPP. However, right before the 52nd IETF meeting in December 2001, the Transport Area Directors and the SIP-SIPPING co-chairs published "the SIP change process" Internet Draft (draft-tsvarea-sipchange-00.txt).

A major step in that I-D was that registration of SIP headers defined outside standard track RFCs was explicitly forbidden. Therefore, the 3GPP plans to register several headers were tumbled. The main idea was to avoid SIP extensions that could jeopardize SIP interoperability.

As such, 3GPP was forced to transport 3GPP specific information in an extra body of a SIP message. This wasn't a 3GPP decision, the IETF left this solution as the only possible alternative.

After long discussions with the Area Directors, a new version of the SIP change process I-D was issued at the beginning of March, draft-tsvarea-sipchange-01.txt. The most important aspect of this I-D is the creation of the so-called P- headers ("preliminary", "private", or "proprietary"). The requirement to register P- headers with IANA is the existence of an informational RFC that describes their use.

Discussion

As there is another alternative to the XML body to transport 3GPP specific information in SIP messages, it seems important that 3GPP analyses and evaluates both alternatives in the sake of the best technical solution.

The XML body has the advantage of giving independence from other standardisation bodies (e.g., IETF). However, it has a number of problems:

1. The forward compatibility issues are not completely solved. How a 3GPP R5 will react when it receives a 3GPP R6  XML document that contains extra bits of information?

2. RFC 3261 (SIP) does not allow a proxy to insert or modify the contents of a body, however, it allows the insertion and deletion of headers.

3. XML bodies require further processing in every node, as it requires a validation against a DTD in a second parse option. Therefore, the call setup delay time is negatively impacted.

A solution based on SIP P- headers has the drawback that it requires an informational RFC. This work can be done relatively fast, as it does not require to pass through any IETF working group, nor an internet draft that is adopted as a working group item. On the other hand, it has the following advantages.

1. No problems with forward compatibility are known. SIP clearly defines the behaviour of clients, servers and proxies regarding unknown headers in a future compatible way.

2. Proxies are allowed to insert a modify SIP headers, therefore the solution converges to the proxy behaviour specified in RFC 3261 (SIP)

3. Unlike XML, no further processing is required, as the headers are parsed by the SIP parser.

Proposal

It is proposed to:

1. Get an agreement in 3GPP CN1 to start the work towards replacing the XML body by SIP P-headers

2. As the work requires to issue an informational Internet Draft describing the headers and how they are used, it is proposed to issue an  Internet Draft per P- header

3. To register with IANA the 3GPP P-headers 

4. At the moment, it is not proposed to make any changes to any of the 3GPP specifications until the P-headers are registered with IANA. When these SIP P-headers are registered in the IANA registry, Ericsson will bring CRs to the affected specifications (24.228 and 24.229) to adopt the changes.

