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Non-realtime multimedia messaging proposals

1 Introduction

Work has commenced on the standardisation of the non-realtime multimedia (MM) messaging service within 3GPP. 

It is important to ensure that the MM proposal supports the users' requirements and supports the 3G services strategy.  To fail in this task will result in users seeking alternative sources of MM messaging in a 3G environment providing alternative means of providing services, and a fragmented MM messaging market.

2 Proposals for a multimedia messaging service

There are currently at least currently two different proposals for the support of non-realtime multimedia messaging:-

· An enhanced version of SMS 

The current MMS Stage 1 proposes a new Multimedia Message Service Centre (MM-SC) node, together with signalling and supplementary-service-like message handling facilities in the MM-SC.  Non-realtime multimedia messaging will be independent of other messaging mechanisms.  Protocol requirements have been identified for the signalling with the MM-SC.

· Service Capabilities and the Virtual Home Environment

3G mandates the use of service capabilities (bearers, SAT, MExE, CAMEL) to create and support new services, making redundant the prolonged service creation process of 2G to create supplementary services.  Using this process non-realtime multimedia messaging is not designed in detail in the UMTS standards, and provided directly through the service capabilities.  Further, the VHE then permits the user to manage his services (including non-realtime multimedia messaging handling) via a user profile, permitting, for example, all different types of messaging to be presented to the user in a unified and consistent manner.

The two proposals are significantly quite different in their approaches. The following section determines which of these two approaches are consistent with the requirements from TSG-S1, and analyses scenarios on their uses.

3 Generic support of new services in 3G 

UMTS 22.101 Service Principles is unequivocal in how new services shall be supported in 3G.  The following extract from clause 4.2 Standardisation of Service Capabilities of the specification clearly identifies how this will be done:-

Pre-UMTS systems have largely standardised the complete sets of teleservices, applications and supplementary services which they provide. As a consequence, substantial re-engineering is often required to enable new services to be provided and the market for services is largely determined by operators and standardisation. This makes it more difficult for operators to differentiate their services.

UMTS shall therefore standardise service capabilities and not the services themselves. 

…

The standardisation of service capabilities rather than the services themselves is a major differentiator between UMTS and pre-UMTS systems, see UMTS 22.xx.

The service capabilities in Release 99 consist of:-

· the generic bearers defined by QoS 

· SAT

· MExE 

· CAMEL.

Thus the 3G approach to new 3G services MUST be to use the service capabilities, as required by 22.101, and not to design new protocols and new network nodes. 

4 Approach to new services in 3G

In the open service creation model of UMTS, technology is moving too rapidly for UMTS to provide all the solutions for new services demanded by an ever demanding user community.  Indeed for UMTS to attempt to continue the 2G approach to standardising services would probably result in the new service quickly being superseded and abandoned by users downloading alternative services to their terminals from innovative sources.

In the meantime service capabilities like MExE will have become well established, and many users will be eager to download new services provided from operators, manufacturers and third parties, leading to an explosion in new and content provision.  

The MMS solution as proposed in the draft Stage 1 will at best support the store and forward multimedia at a high engineering cost to infrastructure manufacturers, and high purchase cost to network operators, without any guarantee that it will cater for future evolution in multimedia messaging.

5 Non-realtime multimedia in 3G

How can non-realtime multimedia be supported in 3G?  Surprisingly, multimedia is already being supported in 2G, with the use of a computer attached to a GSM mobile, and the downloading/sending of multimedia messages using e-mail.  This method hasn't required new protocols or network nodes to be defined, and allowed the support of different types of multimedia messages to be innovative and evolve. 

E-mail permits users in the computer world to exchange non-realtime multimedia messages with ease.  E-mail protocols are world standards, developed by commercial organisations with the global services market in mind: the same objective as 3G.  The e-mail protocols are being driven by market forces, and are dynamically evolving and catering for new services. 

The counterpart to the e-mail protocols are the e-mail applications on the computer itself, and again commercial organisations have developed different e-mail applications providing user interfaces with personalisation, different features, and allowing for different types of non-realtime multimedia messages to be automatically supported.  Indeed, e-mail is highly flexible and permits innovative multimedia services to be delivered to the user in new formats as technology evolves, by simply requiring the right application to be installed onto the computer.

The UMTS MM scenario is very similar to the computer MM scenario described above.  In UMTS the same e-mail protocols would permit re-use of evolving world standards, with browsers providing the user front-end and message handling in the terminal.  Evolution of MM message formats would automatically be supported by installing new applications to handle the newly developed message formats, without requiring expensive re-design of the multimedia protocol itself.

6 Conclusions

Current 2G terminals cannot directly support non-realtime multimedia messaging, and 3G terminals will be needed to support this new service.  

The introduction of 3G terminals supporting service capabilities with added facilities and security features will allow service providers to directly support non-realtime multimedia on terminals, promoting the use of wireless services.  Following the e-mail model, 3G can re-use worldwide e-mail standards to transport and store non-realtime multimedia, allowing innovative new services and formats to be automatically supported.  Similarly, the applications/browsers on 3G terminals will be able to support advanced handling of multimedia messaging, with capability negotiation between the 3G terminal and servers to support filtering, processing and streaming of multimedia messages.

The 3G non-realtime multimedia service will thus not only be in step and be aligned with rapidly evolving MM messaging technology, but also be compatible with fixed network non-realtime multimedia, easing support for unified fixed/mobile multimedia messaging.  

Such an approach will ensure that UMTS non-realtime multimedia messaging will always be on the forefront of technology, as opposed to a technology of the past.

3G should not try to re-invent the wheel.

