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METHODS AND APPARATUS FOR PROVIDING 
VOICE COMMUNICATIONS THROUGH A 

PACKET NETWORK 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] This application is a continuation of US. applica 
tion Ser. No. 09/977,643, ?led Oct. 16, 2001, now US. Pat. 
No. 7,170,887, Which is a continuation of US. application 
Ser. No. 08/959,794, ?led Oct. 29, 1997, now US. Pat. No. 
6,304,567, and claims the bene?t of US. Provisional Appli 
cation No. 60/032,031, ?led Nov. 26, 1996. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates generally to netWork 
systems and methods Which provide voice communications 
through a packet netWork, and more speci?cally, to netWork 
systems and methods for providing ef?cient voice commu 
nication through a packet netWork such as the Internet. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RELATED ART 

[0003] A conventional telephone netWork 100 is illus 
trated in FIG. 1 and comprises, inter alia, a plurality of toll 
of?ces, such as toll o?ices (TS) 105 and 110, that may be 
interconnected to one another to provide long distance voice 
and data communications for subscribers, such as the tele 
phone users, associated With station sets S1 and S2. The 
manner in Which a telephone user, for example, the user 
associated With the station S1, establishes via netWork 100 
a telephone connection to another such user, for example, 
the user associated With the station S2, is Well knoWn and 
Will not be described in detail herein. HoWever, it suf?ces to 
say that a telephone user, hereinafter also a subscriber, may 
establish such a connection by causing the station S1 to go 
off hook and then dialing the telephone number associated 
With the station to Which he Wishes to connect, such as the 
station S2. Local central o?ice 50 associated With station S1 
collects the telephone digits as they are dialed and estab 
lishes a connection 101 to a netWork toll of?ce, for example, 
toll o?ice 105 Which may also be referred to hereinafter as 
a toll sWitch. Toll of?ce, or sWitch 105, in turn, and based on 
the dialed telephone number that it receives from the local 
central o?ice 50, establishes a connection 102 to a so-called 
destination toll sWitch, such as toil sWitch 110. Destination 
toll sWitch 110, in turn, extends the connection to central 
of?ce 75 associated With the station S2 and passes to that 
of?ce the dialed telephone number. The latter central office 
responsive to receipt of the dialed digits then extends the 
connection 103 to station S2. The subscribers positioned 
respectively at stations S1 and S2 may then begin to speak 
to one another via the established connection. 

[0004] Since the charges for long distance services, that is, 
for connections such as the link betWeen toll sWitches 105 
and 110, typically amount to several dollars for every hour 
of connection time, loWer-cost alternatives Would be highly 
desirable. With the groWth of the Internet and the increasing 
sophistication of Internet subscribers, the Internet could be 
employed to provide the long distance portion of such a 
telephone call. Since Internet access is often provided for a 
feW tens of dollars per month, employing the Internet in this 
manner could save a frequent user hundreds of dollars per 
month. Even though the Internet is a relatively lossy medium 
due to the system overheads from uncontrolled access, 
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telephone connections of acceptable quality are possible. 
Current Internet-based long distance services permit a user 
to dial a local access number Which connects the user to an 

Internet Telephone GateWay (ITG). The ITG prompts the 
user for a destination telephone number, then routes the call 
over the Internet to a similar device at the local exchange of 
the destination and the destination ITG dials the end user, 
thereby completing the link. Although such services permit 
an Internet user to establish a telephone call, using the 
Internet for the long distance portion of the call, current 
approaches tend to employ protocols to establish and tear 
doWn a neW Internet connection With each individual call 
and the conventional Internet protocols used to establish 
telephone calls are relatively inef?cient, requiring excessive 
overhead, because the protocols Were established to provide 
extensive feature sets for digital communications links, not 
for voice communications Which, With analog telephones 
operating at either endpoint, do not require and cannot use 
the feature sets. Additionally, voice communications at 
relatively loW data-rates are supported by emerging system 
components. That is, neW coder/decoders (codecs) are 
emerging Which can support near toll-quality voice commu 
nications at only 8 kilobits per second (kbps) and acceptable 
quality at 4 kbps. These loW data rate codecs can signi? 
cantly reduce the cost of providing ITG services. 

[0005] Consequently, it Would be highly desirable to pro 
vide long distance telephone services over a packet netWork, 
such as the Internet, and to increase the ef?ciency of the 
connections thereby established While supporting loW data 
rate voice communications. Additionally, voice applications 
are important for other packet netWorks, such as the con 
nection of private branch exchanges or the connection of 
voice access sWitches by a packet netWork. Improvements in 
ef?ciency are highly desirable for these applications as Well. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0006] The present invention is directed to systems and 
methods Which substantially improve the ef?ciency of voice 
communications over a packetiZed communications system 
such as the Internet. The invention supports the use of 
variable-length packets and accommodates variable jitter 
and loss. The invention also achieves increased efficiency, in 
part, by multiplexing voice signals into the same transport 
level connection and/or packet Which, for the sake of con 
venience, Will be referred to hereinafter as the Internet 
although it Will be recogniZed that other netWorks may be 
employed, The system uses the real time protocol (RTP) and 
employs intemet telephone gateWays (ITGs) to bind users to 
channel identi?ers, to indicate payload type and length, to 
provide channel identi?cation and time stamps, and to 
indicate cessation and resumption of voice traf?c from a 
particular user through use of, for example, marker bits. 
Additionally, the loW overhead operation of the neW system 
enhances the ability to support loW data-rate voice commu 
nications. Since neW codecs are emerging Which can support 
near toll-quality voice communications at only 8 kilobits per 
second (kbps) and acceptable quality at 4 kbps, and these 
loW data rate codecs can signi?cantly reduce the cost of 
providing ITG services, the present invention’s support of 
loW data rate codecs provides an additional cost advantage. 
The invention also supports the transmission of very loW bit 
rate (1 kbps or less) information, to improve the quality of 
communications by reproducing background noise during 
periods of silence. 
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[0007] These and other features, aspects, and advantages 
of the invention Will be apparent to those skilled in the art 
from the following detailed description, taken together With 
the accompanying draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0008] FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a conventional voice 
connection through a plain old telephone system (POTS) 
long distance connection. 

[0009] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a multiplexed pack 
etiZed voice communications system in accordance With the 
present invention. 

[0010] FIG. 3 is a block diagram depicting a packet format 
according to the preferred embodiment of the invention. 

[0011] FIG. 4 is a timing diagram illustrating timing issues 
addressed by the invention. 

[0012] FIG. 5 is a block diagram Which depicts an alter 
native packet format according to the present invention. 

[0013] FIG. 6 is a block diagram Which depicts another 
packet format according to the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0014] The improved telephony system of the present 
invention substantially improves the ef?ciency of voice 
communications over a packet netWork communications 
system, such as the Internet, or any other packet based 
communications netWork, Which interconnects private 
branch exchanges (PBXs) or voice access sWitches. In a 
presently preferred embodiment, the neW system employs 
Internet telephone gateWays (ITGs) to establish a long 
distance connection through the Internet betWeen tWo ITG 
locations, such as NeW York and Los Angeles, for example. 
The voice calls betWeen the gateWays are then multiplexed 
into the same transport level connection and/or packet. 
Rather than establishing and tearing doWn a connection for 
each voice call, as conventional Internet voice communica 
tions systems do, the connection is established and main 
tained so long as voice calls are being made betWeen the 
locations. The neW system substantially increases the effi 
ciency of such calls by employing neW protocols Which 
impose far less overhead on each call. Although neW, the 
protocols conform to the real time protocol (RTP) standards 
set forth for operation on the Internet. Additionally, by 
multiplexing the calls betWeen ITGs, a number of voice calls 
may be, and preferably Will be, multiplexed into a single 
packet rather than using a separate connection and, thus, a 
separate packet for each call. Thus, the system advanta 
geously realiZes further signi?cant increases in ef?ciency. 

[0015] The inventive multiplexing system reduces over 
head by increasing the e?fective payload Without a corre 
sponding penalty in packetiZation delay and, as more users 
are multiplexed, the payload from a particular user can be 
reduced in siZe, or the codec bit rate reduced, Without an 
ef?ciency penalty. That is, in a conventional Internet tele 
phony system, Where links are established betWeen ITGs on 
a call by call basis, each packet may typically include a forty 
byte header, even if there are only 20 bytes of payload, or 
voice data to be transmitted. The neW multiplexing system 
permits considerably more payload to accompany each 
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header. Another major bene?t of the present multiplexing 
approach is that the scalability of the system is substantially 
improved. That is, as the number of users increases, the 
number of packets Which arrive at the destination does not 
increase. Therefore, computations Which are normally per 
formed on a packet by packet basis, such as real time control 
protocol (RTCP) statistics collection, jitter accumulation, 
header processing, operating system context sWitching, and 
the like, do not increase. 

[0016] In addition to improving ef?ciency, reducing delay, 
and improving scalability, both end-to-end delay and losses 
can be reduced. These reductions arise from the fact that as 
a user pauses in his speech, the data stream representing his 
digitiZed speech also pauses. With the neW system, hoWever, 
except in the unlikely event that all users stop speaking at the 
same time, other users multiplexed into the packet are not 
silent and packets Will still be sent continuously. Conse 
quently, the system can continuously generate delay esti 
mates from the continuously arriving packets. The system 
employs this continuous stream of delay estimates, rather 
than delay estimates received just during talk spurts, as in 
the conventional case, to dynamically adapt playout bulfers 
at each receiver thus ensuring a more e?icient utiliZation 
With the present invention. 

[0017] The block diagram of FIG. 2 provides a functional 
overvieW of a presently preferred embodiment of the tele 
phone system 200 in accordance With the present invention. 
Stations S1 and S2 and central offices 50 and 75 are as 
described in relation to FIG. 1. Stations S3 and S4, and 
central o?ices 150 and 175 are similar to stations S1, S2 and 
central of?ces 50, 75, respectively. HoWever, rather than 
being connected to one another through toll sWitches, as in 
the conventional long distance connection of FIG. 1, stations 
such as stations S1 and S2 are connected through ITGs 200 
and 201 to a packet-based communication netWork 202, 
such as the Internet 202. 

[0018] Each ITG 200 includes a netWork card 204 Which 
is connected to the internet 202 and, inter alia, provides the 
digital packets of multiplexed telephone calls Which are 
passed onto the Internet 202. The neW, multiplexed, packets 
are preferably organiZed as set forth in greater detail in 
relation to the discussion of FIGS. 5, 6, and 7 beloW. The 
netWork card 204 is also connected through a bus 206 to a 
controller 208 Which oversees operation of the ITG, to a 
digital signal processor (DSP) 210 Which provides ?ltering 
and compression of digitiZed voice signals, to a buffer 212 
Which “plays out” received telephone calls, and to a tele 
phony processor 214 Which terminates calls, processes sig 
nals and converts telephone signals from the sets S1-Sn 
betWeen analog and digital form. The controller controls 
operation of a multiplexer/demultiplexer 203 Which com 
bines various voice messages onto a single connection and 
also controls operation of the playout buffer 212. In the neW 
telephony system, a telephone call originating at station S1, 
for example, Would be routed to a central of?ce 50 and, from 
there, to an ITG 200, located, for example, in Los Angeles. 
At the source ITG 200 the telephone call from station S1 or 
S3 Would be multiplexed With a telephone call from station 
S3, or another station, through the Internet 202 to another, 
destination, ITG 201, located in NeW York, for example, 
Where the calls are demultiplexed, fed to a playout buffer 
212 and, in the end, delivered by a telephony processor 214 
to station S2 or S4. Once such a connection is established 
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between ITGs, various users may be added to or deleted 
from the connection, With each user’s virtual connection 
constituting a channel, but the connection’s lifetime is 
terminated only When all users are disconnected from the 
system. In order that channels may be re-used When one user 
terminates a call each user is bound to a channel for the 
duration of their call. 

[0019] In the presently preferred embodiment, the neW 
telephone system, 200 multiplexes a plurality of telephone 
calls using a neW protocol exempli?ed by the packet format 
of FIG. 3. Each Word of the packet is 32 bits Wide and the 
?rst three Words, the RTP header, conform With the real time 
protocol set forth in What is knoWn as the RTP protocol. The 
RTP protocol is knoWn in the art and discussed, for example, 
in H. SchulZrinne, S.Casner, R Frederick, F. Jacobson, RTP: 
A Transport Protocol for Real-Time Applications, Audio 
Visual Working Group Request for Comments RFC 1889, 
IETF, January 1996, and in H. SchullZrinne, “RTP Pro?le for 
Audio and Video Conferences With Minimal Control”, 
Audio Visual Working Group Request for Comments PFC 
1890, IETF, January 1996, Which are incorporated by ref 
erence herein in their entirety. The neW protocol provides for 
the communication of a plurality of real time voice-related 
data streams Within each packet. The protocol provides 
timing recovery, sequencing and payload identi?cation for 
the voice-related data streams. 

[0020] Unlike conventional sWitched telephone netWorks, 
Where the switches effectively encode each telephone call 
instantaneously, timing is more problematic in a system 
Which relies upon a medium such as the Internet. In general, 
the protocol of the present invention provides delineation, 
identi?cation, and payload identi?cation, While supporting 
variable-length blocks Which represent groups of one or 
more frames from individual users, all With relatively loW 
overhead. That is, data from different users is clearly delin 
eated, the channel to Which data belongs is clearly identi?ed, 
and payload type is identi?ed to indicate the codec in use by 
each user. This arrangement alloWs for changes in coding 
type during the lifetime of a channel, for example, When a 
user changes coding type due to varying congestion levels in 
the netWork. By supporting variable length blocks from a 
particular user, the neW system permits the use of variable 
rate codecs. 

[0021] In the currently preferred embodiment, the system 
binds telephone numbers to channel identi?ers by signaling 
through a companion connection before data transmission 
begins. In the preferred format of FIG. 3, the ?rst three 
Words of a packet 300 constitute an RTP header. The three 
coherent synchronization count bits, labeled CC in the ?rst 
Word of the RTP header, are set to Zero. Amarker bit, labeled 
M, has no signi?cance in this protocol since each block 
includes its oWn marker bit in a dedicated header. A ?eld set 
aside for payload type, labeled PT, includes a number Which 
indicates that the packet conforms to the protocol in accor 
dance With the present invention. The second Word of the 
header, labeled timestamp, indicates the time at Which the 
?rst sample among all the blocks Within the packet Was 
generated. 

[0022] In this preferred embodiment, each active user is 
represented by a data block Within each packet. A one Word 
header 302 precedes each block of data 304, labeled payload 
1. An ITG parses the blocks until the end of the RTP packet 
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is reached to determine the number of blocks 304 Within the 
packet 300. Each header 302 includes eight bits for channel 
identi?cation, labeled ID. Since each connection may last 
for days, Weeks, or even months, channel IDs Will be re-used 
as various users initiate and terminate their telephone calls. 
In order to reduce overhead, the channel ID is kept relatively 
short. In this preferred embodiment, ID labels 0 to 254 are 
used as direct identi?ers, that is 255 channels are associated 
With corresponding bit combinations. Channel ID label 255 
is reserved as an escape code Which permits the header to be 
expanded in order to expand the length, payload type, or 
channel ID codings. 

[0023] When channels are re-used, there is a danger that 
data from one channel could be routed to another. For 
example, When one channel is torn doWn and a neW one is 
immediately set up using the same channel ID, data packets 
from the old channel may be played out to the neW user of 
the channel ID if the data packets have been signi?cantly 
delayed Within the netWork. The neW system, as illustrated 
in the How chart of FIG. 2B, ensures that such misdirection 
does not occur by supporting a tWo-Way handshake for all 
control messages. That is, a source cannot re-use a channel 
identi?er until it has received an acknoWledge, step 220, 
from the destination after requesting a channel setup, step 
221, that that particular channel Was successfully torn doWn 
and a source does not begin to send data step 222, from a 
particular channel in the connection stream until it has 
received an acknoWledge from the destination that the setup 
is complete. Additionally, When a source sends a teardoWn 
message, step 224, it stops sending data, step 228, in the 
stream for that channel and, in the signaling message, it 
indicates the sequence number of the packet Which con 
tained the last block for that channel, step 226. The sequence 
number increments by one for each packet. Furthermore, 
When a receiver receives a teardoWn message, it checks the 
highest sequence number received to that point in time, step 
230. If that number is greater than the sequence number 
indicated in the teardoWn message, the channel is torn doWn, 
step 232, and any further blocks containing that channel ID 
are discarded. On the other hand, if the greatest sequence 
number received to that point in time is less than the 
sequence number indicated in the teardoWn message, blocks 
from that channel are accepted until the received tea-doWn 
sequence number exceeds the channel ID number, at Which 
point the channel is torn doWn and no further blocks With 
that channel ID are accepted. When a setup message is 
received, the destination Will begin to accept blocks With the 
given channel identi?er, step 236, but only if the sequence 
numbers of the packets in Which they reside is greater than 
the teardoWn sequence number, step 234. The use of 
sequence numbers alloWs the receiver to separate the old 
blocks associated With the channel ID from the neW blocks 
associated With the same channel ID. In addition to ensuring 
that data blocks are not routed to the Wrong channel, this 
approach ensures that the end of a speech sequence Will not 
be clipped if the last data packets arrive after the teardoWn 
is received. Each receiver maintains a table of sequence 
number values for each channel ID. 

[0024] Alternatively, the source could maintain a linked 
list of free channel IDs Which is initialiZed to contain all the 
channel IDs in order. When a neW channel is to be estab 
lished, the channel ID is taken from the top of the list and 
When the channel is torn doWn, its ID is placed on the bottom 
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of the list. This maximizes the time betWeen channel ID 
refuse and reduces the probability of con?ict. 

[0025] In addition to channel ID, each block header 302 
also includes eight bits, labeled length, to indicate the 
number of Words in the block. One bit is set aside as a 
marker bit, labeled M, Which indicates the beginning of a 
talk spurt. Eleven bits, labeled TimeStamp Offset, are set 
aside Within each header to provide an offset in time for each 
block, relative to the timestamp of the RTP header. The size 
of the offset ?eld is chosen so that it is capable of indicating 
the difference in time betWeen the earliest and latest samples 
Within a packet. For example, if one assumes a 125 micro 
second (us) clock and 200 millisecond (ms) packetization 
delay, the offset ?eld is set at eleven bits to thereby span the 
200 ms With 1600 ticks of the 125 ps clock. This time 
stamping approach alloWs for the recovery of periods of 
silence and resyichronization in the event of the loss of a 
packet. The time stamping also alloWs users to have data in 
the same packet even if their data is not generated synchro 
nously. Time stamp offsets capitalize on the fact that various 
blocks are likely to be close to one another to reduce the 
number of bits required for the time stamp. 

[0026] Each user Within a packet may use a different frame 
size. For example, user 1 may send a 20 ms frame, user 2 a 
10 ms and user 3 a 15 ms frame, and so on, all Within the 
same packet. Additionally, these frames may be arbitrarily 
aligned, that is, the 20 ms frame may begin 5.3 ms after the 
10 ms frame. An ITG may send packets at any point, With 
the packet containing data from those users Whose frames 
have been generated before the packet departure time. 
Alternatively, as discussed beloW in relation to FIG. 5, 
different frame sizes and time alignments may be supported, 
but all the frames Within a given packet are of the same size 
and are all aligned in time. That is, the differences are 
permitted from packet to packet in that packet organization. 

[0027] The timing diagram of FIG. 4 illustrates some of 
the timing considerations addressed by the neW system and 
its associated protocols. Packets may contain frames from 
some or all of the users connected at a given time. Timing 
related to the data sent by three sources, labeled Source A, 
Source B, and Source C is illustrated in FIG. 4. At various 
times, labeled t1-t8, packets are sent. For example, tWo 
blocks are sent from Source C Within the ?rst three packets, 
that is by time t3, While only one block is sent from Source 
A and tWo blocks are sent from source B, Within the same 
time period. If a packet is lost, the variability in the amount 
and time alignment of data in each packet makes it dif?cult 
to reconstruct hoW much time had elapsed, based solely on 
sequence numbers. Additionally, jitter and delay computa 
tions are complicated by the presence of more than one user, 
yet such computations are used for RTCP reporting and, 
possibly, for the estimation of netWork delays Which are, in 
turn, used in dynamic playout buffering. If blocks are 
alloWed to vary in size, either Within a packet or from packet 
to packet, or if, as indicated by the completion of Source B’s 
?rst block before time tl When the ?rst packet is sent, a block 
is not sent immediately after it is completed, different blocks 
Within a given packet may experience different delay and 
jitter. In the presently preferred embodiment, adaptive play 
out buffering is performed separately for each user, Which 
requires the computation and storage of delays for each user. 
Alternatively, delay estimates based on some measure 
derived from all the users may be employed. For example, 
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the maximum delay betWeen the arrival time at the receiver 
and the generation time, as indicated by the block time 
stamp, may be employed as a conservative delay estimate. 

[0028] Returning to the discussion of FIG. 3, the payload 
type identi?er, labeled PT, employs four bits to identify the 
coding of the payload. With the payload type identi?er ?eld 
located along With the payload, he system may effect more 
robust rate control, an issue When multiple channels are 
multiplexed together. A table of encodings for the payload 
type is preferably signaled at the beginning of a connection 
or may be knoWn a priori. Since any particular pair of ITGs 
Will generally support only a feW codecs, dynamically 
setting the codings of the PT bit makes a more compact 
representation possible Without restricting the set of codecs 
Which may be used. 

[0029] The preferred embodiment, exempli?ed by the 
packet organization of FIG. 3, is able to support multiple 
frame sizes Within a single packet. HoWever, it employs a 
relatively limited payload type ?eld and it requires a thirty 
tWo-bit header for each payload block. The thirty-tWo bit 
header may be burdensome, particularly for loW bit rate 
codecs. An alternative, more compact, packet organization is 
set forth in the block diagram of FIG. 5, Where a sixteen bit 
block header is employed. The block headers are all con 
tiguously located at the beginning of the packet immediately 
folloWing the RTP packet header. If the total length of the 
header ?elds is not a multiple of thirty-tWo, the last block 
header is padded out to thirty-tWo and ?elds Within the block 
header do not break across packet boundaries. 

[0030] This packet organization relies upon the fact that 
all the blocks in a packet are time-aligned and have the same 
frame length, thus permitting the elimination of the times 
tamp offset ?eld Which is present in the packet organization 
of FIG. 3. This restriction does not imply that identical 
codecs or block sizes must be employed, as many voice 
codecs operate With a 20 ms or 50 ms frame size. Sequence 
numbers and frame size completely determine the timing so 
long as one user is active. A global timestamp Which 
indicates the sample time of the ?rst sample in each block is 
employed. Since each block has identical timing, the times 
tamp is the same for each block and therefore, a single 
timestamp for the entire packet is suf?cient for timing 
recovery. 

[0031] In the embodiment of FIG. 5, different sized frames 
are supported by using a different synchronization source 
(SSRC) for each frame size in use and sequence numbers are 
interpreted for each SSRC separately so that, for example, a 
block Which contains all 10 ms frames are placed Within a 
packet With a unique SSRC that is used only With packets 
having 10 ms frames, Jitter and delay computations are 
performed for each SSRC separately, thus making jitter and 
delay estimates more accurate, and multiple jitter, delay, 
loss, and so on, one for each frame size, are reported to the 
source. The ?rst three Words of the packet constitute the RTP 
packet header, as previously described. In this embodiment 
the CC ?eld is alWays set to zero and the marker bits and 
payload type are unde?ned. The timestamp indicates the 
time at Which the ?rst sample of all blocks is generated. The 
SSRC is different for each frame size, but is randomly 
chosen so that, for example, 10 ms frames Would have a 
different SSRC than 15 ms frames. 

[0032] The ?rst bit of each sixteen-bit block header is an 
expand bit, labeled, E, Which, When set, indicates that the 
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sixteen bits immediately following the header indicate the 
length of the corresponding block. When the expand bit E is 
clear, the length of the corresponding block is derived from 
the payload type Which could indicate, for example, three 30 
ms frames. The six bits folloWing the expand bit indicate the 
payload type, that is, the type of encoding employed and the 
remaining eight bits are dedicated to the channel ID. There 
are seven blocks in the example of FIG. 5. The ?rst tWo 
blocks have standard lengths indicated in the PT ?eld. The 
third block uses the expansion bit to indicate the block 
length, the fourth uses the PT ?eld, the ?fth uses the 
expansion bit to indicate, for example, four 30 ms frames, 
and the sixth and seventh use the PT ?eld. The last sixteen 
bits of the header are padded out to thirty-tWo bits. 

[0033] In another embodiment, the neW system employs 
packets as illustrated in the block diagram of FIG. 6. This 
approach is similar to that just discussed in relation to FIG. 
5, hoWever, the per-block header is reduced to one byte, With 
one expansion bit, EF, one marker bit, M, and six bits of 
payload type. When the expansion bit is clear, the length 
?eld is only eight bits long, rather than the sixteen bits of the 
previously discussed embodiment. Not only does this reduce 
overhead, it also guarantees that ?elds remain aligned on 
byte boundaries. The mask bits are located in the beginning 
of the packet, and are preceded by an eight-bit state number. 
If the number of active channels is not a multiple of 
thirty-two, the mask ?eld is padded out to a full Word. There 
are four active channels illustrated in FIG. 6, each of Which 
is present in this packet, consequently, all four mask bits 
Would be set to l. The ?rst block is of a standard length, and 
the second has its expansion bit set, so that an eight-bit 
length ?eld folloWs immediately. The remaining tWo blocks 
are also of a standard length, so that the last tWenty-four bits 
of the header are padded out to a Word boundary. 

[0034] The approach of this embodiment is extremely 
ef?cient, but the channel identi?cation procedure is more 
complex and requires additional signaling support. In this 
embodiment, the system takes advantage of the fact that both 
the source and destination knoW the set of active connec 
tions and their channel identi?ers from the signaling mes 
sages, to reduce the number of bits required to indicate the 
channel ID. If the blocks are placed in a packet in order of 
increasing channel ID, very little information need be sent. 
In fact, Without silence suppression, channel activity and the 
presence of a block in a packet Would likely be equivalent. 
HoWever, silence suppression is used and, even if it Were 
not, it is possible for the voice codecs at the ITG not to have 
their framing synchronized, so that a packet may not contain 
the data from all users. Furthermore, the source and desti 
nation do not have a consistent vieW of the state of the 
system since there is a delay While signaling messages are in 
transit. Therefore, a mask is sent in the header of each 
packet, With each bit in the mask indicating Whether data 
from a corresponding channel is present Within the packet or 
not. Channel IDs are mapped to mask bits in increasing 
order, so that if the loWest channel has no data in the packet, 
the loWest order bit is set to Zero, if the second loWest 
channel has no data, the second loWest order bit is set to 
Zero, and so on. Since the source and destination agree on 
the number of active connections at any point in time, both 
the source and destination are aWare of the number of bits 
required for the mask. 
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[0035] In this embodiment, differences in state are handled 
by an additional eight-bit ?eld, referred to as a state number 
?eld, located in each packet header. The ?eld is initialiZed to 
a value of Zero but for illustrative purposes, assume that its 
value is N. If the source Wishes to tear doWn a channel, it 
sends a tear doWn message to the destination, but it contin 
ues to send data for that channel (if it does not send data, it 
must set the bit in the bit mask corresponding to that channel 
to Zero). When the destination receives the message, it 
replies With an acknoWledge message. When the acknoWl 
edge is received by the source, the source considers the 
channel torn down, and no longer sends data for it, nor 
considers it in computing the mask. In the packet Where this 
happens, the source also increments the state-number ?eld to 
N+l. The destination knoWs that the source Will do this, and 
Will therefore consider the state changed for all packets 
Whose value of the ?eld is N+l or greater. When the next 
signaling message takes effect, the ?eld is further increased. 
Even if packets are lost, the value of the state-number ?eld 
for any correctly received packet completely tells the des 
tination the state of the system as seen in that packet. 
Furthermore, it is not necessary to Wait for a particular setup 
or teardoWn to be acknoWledged before requesting another 
setup or teardoWn. 

[0036] The number of bits for the state-number ?eld is set 
large enough to represent the maximum number of state 
changes Which can have taken effect during a round trip 
time. An additional exchange may be implemented. After the 
destination receives a packet With a state number greater 
than N, it destroys the state related to N, and sends back a 
free state N message, indicating to the destination that state 
N is noW de-allocated, and can be used again. Until such a 
message is received, the source does not re-use state N. This 
is, essentially, a WindoW-base ?oW control, Where the How 
is equal to changes in state. With this additional implemen 
tation, the number of bits dedicated to the state number can 
be safely reduced, and the destination Will never confuse the 
state regardless of the number of state-number bits 
employed. HoWever, the use of too feW state bits can cause 
call blocking or delay the teardoWn of inactive channels. As 
another option, the source may send the complete state of the 
system With each signaling message, along With the state 
number ?eld for Which the state takes effect. This approach 
insures that, even in the event of a system failure, if an error 
in processing or hardWare failure at either end causes a loss 
of synchronization, for example, the system state Will be 
refreshed Whenever a neW connection is set up or torn doWn. 
Additionally, the state may be sent periodically to improve 
system robustness. 

[0037] The forgoing description of speci?c embodiments 
of the invention has been presented for the purposes of 
illustration and description. It is not intended to be exhaus 
tive or to limit the invention to the precise forms disclosed. 
It Will be apparent that many modi?cations and variations 
are possible in light of the above teachings. For example, the 
bus connections, and the separation of functions illustrated 
in FIG. 2 need not be as illustrated. Additional buses, or 
other I/O ports may be employed to accelerate communica 
tion among the individual functional units. The invention 
may be used in the context of other packet netWorks, such 
as the connection of PBXs or voice access sWitches. The 
embodiments Were chosen and described in order to best 
explain the principles of the invention and its practical 
application, to thereby enable others skilled in the art to best 
utiliZe the invention. It is intended that the scope of the 
invention be limited only by the claims appended hereto. 
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I claim: 
1. A voice communication system, comprising: 

a plurality of telephone sets connected to termination 
equipment which terminates said plurality of telephone 
sets, and 

respective packet network telephone gateways connected 
to said termination equipment and to a packet network 
whereby said packet gateways are connected to multi 
plex voice telephone calls among said plurality of 
telephone sets to a single transport level connection 
and/or packet. 

2. The system of claim 1, wherein said packet network is 
the Internet. 

3. The system of claim 1, wherein a central of?ce com 
prises said termination equipment. 

4. The system of claim 1, wherein a private branch 
exchange comprises said termination equipment. 

5. The system of claim 2, wherein said packet network 
telephone gateways operate to establish a packet network 
connection in response to a request from a user associated 
with one of said telephone sets and said gateways establish 
a channel for each user within each said transport level 
connection. 

6. The system of claim 5, wherein said packet network 
telephone gateways operate to digitiZe voice signals from 
said telephone sets, to multiplex blocks of such digitiZed 
voice signals onto a transport level connection, and to 
packetiZe said multiplexed voice signals. 

7. The system of claim 6, wherein said telephone gate 
ways are connected to provide channel identi?cation for 
each said channel. 

8. A telecommunications system employing the Internet in 
the routing of voice information from an origination point to 
a destination point comprising: 

a plurality of communications switches; and 

a plurality of Internet transport gateways for interfacing 
respective ones of communications switches with the 
Internet such that voice information received from 
different originators at the origination point and 
exchanged between ones of the gateways is multi 
plexed at the same transport level connection and in 
data packets that are sent over the Internet, the same 
transport level connection is maintained so long as 
voice information is received from one of the different 
originators. 

9. A telecommunications system employing the Internet in 
the routing of voice information from an origination point to 
a destination point comprising: 

a plurality of communications switches; and 

a plurality of intemet transport gateways for interfacing 
respective ones of the communications switches with 
the Internet such that voice information received from 
different originators at the origination point and 
exchanged between ones of the gateways is multi 
plexed at the same transport level connection and in 
different data packets that are sent over the Internet. 

10. An interface telephony gateway comprising: 

an input for receiving a plurality of voice calls; and 

a controller establishing a transport level connection over 
the Internet, the controller operating to multiplex voice 
information from the plurality of voice calls into a 
single data packet onto the transport level connection, 
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and to maintain the transport level connection so long 
as voice information is received from one of the 
plurality of voice calls through the input. 

11. A method comprising: 

receiving a plurality of voice calls; 

establishing a transport level connection over the Internet; 

multiplexing on the transport level connection voice 
information from the plurality of voice calls into a data 
packets; and 

maintaining the transport level connection so long as 
voice information is received from one of the plurality 
of voice calls. 

12. The interface telephony gateway of claim 10 wherein 
said controller operates to establish a packet network con 
nection in response to a request from a user associated with 
one of said plurality of voice calls and said controller 
establishes a channel for the user within said transport level 
connection. 

13. The interface telephony gateway of claim 12 wherein 
said controller operates to provide a channel identi?cation 
for said channel. 

14. An interface telephony gateway comprising: 

an input for receiving a plurality of voice calls; and 

a controller establishing a transport level connection over 
the Internet, the controller operating to multiplex voice 
information from the plurality of voice calls into a 
single data packet onto the transport level connection, 
and to maintain the transport level connection so long 
as voice information is received from one of the 
plurality of voice calls through the input, wherein said 
controller operates to establish a packet network con 
nection in response to a request from a user associated 
with one of said plurality of voice calls and said 
controller establishes a channel for the user within said 
transport level connection, said controller operates to 
provide a channel identi?cation for said channel, and 
said controller operates to send sequence numbers in 
setup and teardown messages to allow for re-use of the 
channel identi?cation. 

15. The interface telephony gateway of claim 10 wherein 
said controller operates to derive the length of a payload 
block from payload type information included within a 
packet header. 

16. The interface telephony gateway of claim 10 wherein 
said input is a telephony processor, said telephony processor 
converting the plurality of voice calls from analog form to 
digital form. 

17. The interface telephony gateway of claim 10 wherein 
the single data packet includes at least two frames of voice 
information originating from at least two distinctly separate 
voice calls. 

18. The method of claim 11 further comprising: 

terminating the transport level connection when all of the 
plurality of voice calls are disconnected. 

19. The method of claim 11 further comprising: 

establishing a channel for each voice call. 
20. The method of claim 19 further comprising: 

re-using a channel of a voice call when the voice call is 
disconnected. 


