
Printed by Jouve, 75001 PARIS (FR)

(19)
E

P
2 

71
2 

25
0

A
1

TEPZZ 7_  5ZA_T
(11) EP 2 712 250 A1

(12) EUROPEAN PATENT APPLICATION

(43) Date of publication: 
26.03.2014 Bulletin 2014/13

(21) Application number: 12290305.7

(22) Date of filing: 19.09.2012

(51) Int Cl.:
H04W 72/04 (2009.01)

(84) Designated Contracting States: 
AL AT BE BG CH CY CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB 
GR HR HU IE IS IT LI LT LU LV MC MK MT NL NO 
PL PT RO RS SE SI SK SM TR
Designated Extension States: 
BA ME

(71) Applicant: Alcatel Lucent
75007 Paris (FR)

(72) Inventors:  
• Puddle, Nicola

Swindon SN4 0ND, Wiltshire (GB)
• Brend, Graham R.

Bath, BA1 7UE Somerset (GB)

• Warner, George M.
Chippenham, SN15 1LJ, Wiltshire (GB)

(74) Representative: Sarup, David Alexander et al
Alcatel-Lucent Telecom Ltd 
Intellectual Property Business Group 
Christchurch Way 
Greenwich
London SE10 0AG (GB)

Remarks: 
Amended claims in accordance with Rule 137(2) 
EPC.

(54) A small cell base station, a macrocell base station controller, a telecommunications network, 
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Description

Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to telecommuni-
cations, in particular to wireless telecommunications.

Description of the Related Art

[0002] Wireless telecommunications systems are well-
known. Many such systems are cellular in that radio cov-
erage is provided by a bundle of radio coverage areas
known as cells. A base station that provides radio cov-
erage is located in each cell. Traditional base stations
provide coverage in relatively large geographic areas and
the corresponding cells are often referred to as macro-
cells.
[0003] It is possible to establish smaller sized cells
within a macrocell. Cells that are smaller than macrocells
are sometimes referred to as small cells, microcells, pi-
cocells, or femtocells, but we use the terms small cells
and femtocells generically for cells that are smaller than
macrocells. One way to establish a femtocell is to provide
a femtocell base station that operates within a relatively
limited range within the coverage area of a macrocell.
One example of use of a femtocell base station is to pro-
vide wireless communication coverage within a building.
[0004] The femtocell base station is of a relatively low
transmit power and hence each femtocell is of a small
coverage area compared to a macrocell. A typical cov-
erage range is tens of metres.
[0005] Femtocell base stations are intended primarily
for users belonging to a particular home or office. Fem-
tocell base stations may be private access (also known
as closed access), public access (also known as open
access) or hybrid access. In femtocell base stations that
are private access, access is restricted only to registered
users, for example family members or particular groups
of employees. In femtocell base stations that are public
access, any user may access the femtocell base station.
In hybrid access femtocell base stations, other users may
also use the femtocell base station, subject to certain
restrictions to protect the Quality of Service received by
registered users.
[0006] One known type of Femtocell base station uses
a broadband Internet Protocol connection as "backhaul",
namely for connecting to the core network. One type of
broadband Internet Protocol connection is a Digital Sub-
scriber Line (DSL). The DSL connects a DSL transmitter-
receiver ("transceiver") of the femtocell base station to
the core network. The DSL allows voice calls and other
services provided via the femtocell base station to be
supported. The femtocell base station also includes a
radio frequency (RF) transceiver connected to an anten-
na for radio communications. An alternative to such a
wired broadband backhaul is to have a wireless back-
haul.
[0007] Femtocell base stations are sometimes referred

to as femtos.
[0008] In order to alleviate or avoid overload conditions
in macrocell base stations, it is known to allow any user
terminals to access, in other words, connect to, femtocell
base stations that have capacity. This is done for example
by changing the access mode of a femtocell base station
from closed access to hybrid access or even open ac-
cess. Specifically, a change in access mode is indicated
by changing the broadcast parameters that are broadcast
by the femtocell base station so as to indicate, to user
terminals in the femtocell, the access mode of the fem-
tocell base station. In particular:

(a) Specifically, a closed access femtocell base sta-
tion transmits both a Closed Subscriber Group
(CSG) indicator in a broadcast information message
known as the Master Information Block (MIB), and
a CSG identity in a system information broadcast
message, namely in System Information Block
type3, often denoted SIB type 3.
(b) A hybrid access femtocell base station transmits
a CSG identity in a system information broadcast
message, namely in System Information Block
type3, often denoted SIB type 3 but does not transmit
a CSG indicator in a broadcast information message
known as the Master Information Block (MIB).
(c) An open access femtocell base station broad-
casts neither a CSG indicator nor a CSG identity.

[0009] A change in access mode is indicated to user
terminals by inserting a value tag in the MIB indicating
that the SIB3 should be re-read. From reading both MIB
and SIB3 the access mode, closed, hybrid or open, is
determined by the user terminal.

Summary

[0010] The inventors realised that in the known ap-
proach whilst it is straight-forward to change the access
mode of a femtocell base station from closed access to
hybrid access or open access, that significantly impacts
the resource utilisation of the femtocell base station. Spe-
cifically, all user terminals in the femtocell are able to
connect to, and make use of, the femtocell base station
using normal cell selection/reselection procedures and
so use all the resources of the previously closed access
femtocell base station. The inventors realised that this
may adversely impact the members of the closed sub-
scriber group (CSG) of the previously closed access fem-
tocell base station, who may, for example, be denied ac-
cess when the femtocell base station is at capacity due
to handling other users’ traffic. This may be annoying to
member’s of the CSG and so be undesirable.
[0011] The reader is referred to the appended inde-
pendent claims. Some preferred features are laid out in
the dependent claims.
[0012] An example of the present invention is a small
cell base station including resources for connection with
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user terminals and having a group of registered user ter-
minals authorised to connect with the small cell base sta-
tion; in which a first part of the resources are for connec-
tion only with the registered user terminals; and a second
part of the resources are for connection with any one or
more user terminal from a set comprising unregistered
user terminals and the group of registered user terminals.
[0013] Preferred embodiments enable unused re-
sources of a closed access femtocell base station to be
made use of. Preferred embodiments allow a telecom-
munications network operator to alleviate high loading of
a macrocell base station using the resources of one or
more neighbouring femtocell base stations within or near
the macrocell coverage area. Preferably a neighbouring
femtocell base station belongs to the same network as
the macrocell base station or an equivalent network in a
shared network environment.
[0014] Preferred embodiments involve information be-
ing provided in the handover command to the femtocell
base station to indicate that the user terminal is accessing
partitioned resources available to any user terminal in
the set and hence the conventional check as to whether
the user terminal is registered with the femtocell base
station (in order to control access) is unnecessary.
[0015] Preferred embodiments enable resources of
deployed femtocell base stations in a network to be uti-
lised to alleviate overload in a network operator’s mac-
rocell network.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0016] Embodiments of the present invention will now
be described by way of example and with reference to
the drawings, in which:

Figure 1 is a diagram illustrating a wireless commu-
nications network according to a first embodiment of
the present invention,
Figure 2 is a diagram illustrating an example radio
network controller, femtocell base station and user
terminal within the network shown in Figure 1, and
Figure 3 is a message sequence diagram illustrating
messaging between the radio network controller, the
macrocell base station, the user terminal, and the
femtocell base station that are shown in Figure 2.

Detailed Description

[0017] An overview of resource provisioning in this em-
bodiment will be provided then an example network and
its operation will be described.

Resource Partitioning

[0018] The inventors realised that it would be possible
to allow selective access to limited femtocell base station
resources on the basis of resource partitioning. By par-
titioning we mean enabling a predetermined part of the

resources of the closed access femtocell base station to
be used by one or more user terminals that are not sub-
scribers of the femtocell base station. This may be at
specific periods or upon a trigger event occurring, for
example upon macrocell base station overload or near-
overload. At other times, all the femtocell base station’s
resources are for use only by user terminals that are in
the closed subscriber group (CSG) of user terminals reg-
istered with the femtocell base station.
[0019] For example, in the case of a femtocell base
station configured to support say four voice calls, re-
sources for these can be ’partitioned’, for example so that
resources for three simultaneous voice calls are reserved
for user terminals in the CSG only, but resources to sup-
port one call are available to any user terminal, whether
a member of the CSG or not. This means user terminals
that are members of the CSG can use up to four lots of
voice call resources, but if all these are not being used
by members of the CSG then resources for one call may
be used by a user terminal that is not a member of the
CSG.
[0020] An example network in which this occurs will
now be described.

Network

[0021] As shown in Figure 1, the network 2 includes
femtocell base stations 6 (one of which is shown for sim-
plicity), and mobile user terminals 4 (one of which is
shown for simplicity denoted UE (user equipment)). Each
femtocell base station 6 is connected via the Internet 8
to a telecommunications core network 10. The Core net-
work 10 is connected to a Universal Mobile Telecommu-
nications System (UMTS) radio network controller (RNC)
12 which is connected to several multiple macrocell base
stations 14 (two of which are shown for simplicity). The
RNC 12 is operative to control the macrocell base sta-
tions that are directly connected to the RNC 12.
[0022] As shown in Figure 2, the radio network con-
troller 12 includes a macrocell overload detector 16, a
Radio Resource Control (RRC) measurement controller
18, a femto-lookup table 20, a partitioned resource avail-
ability checker 22 and a handover controller 24.
[0023] As also shown in Figure 2, the user terminal 4
includes an RRC measurement reporter 26, a femto sys-
tem information (SI) decoder 28, and a femto Cell ID
sender 30. Furthermore, the femto 6 includes a resource
partitioner 32 and a partitioned resource availability indi-
cator 34.

Operation

[0024] Basically speaking, resource information is
passed between closed access femtos and macrocell
base stations, in the form of additional control messages
or Information Elements (IEs) in control messages. A
controller of a macrocell base station may query a neigh-
bouring femtocell base station to determine whether the
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femtocell base station has available resource to allow
the macrocell base station to handover one or more calls
with user terminals that are not registered with the fem-
tocell base station, so as to reduce the loading on the
macrocell base station, hence alleviating potential over-
load of the macrocell base station. If the femtocell base
station has resources available, the femtocell base sta-
tion only indicates that resource is available up to the
partitioned resource limit. This is so that members of the
CSG may still have good access to the femtocell base
station should they require that.
[0025] The user terminals that are not members of the
femto’s CSG belong to the same Public Land Mobile Net-
work (PLMN) as the femto, or an equivalent PLMN where
the femto broadcasts multiple PLMN identifiers as occurs
in a shared network.
[0026] In this example the partitioned limit is resource
for one voice call provided that that resource is available,
in other words, not already in use by a CSG member.
[0027] Once the controller of the macrocell base sta-
tion receives the response and determines that use can
be made of the fcmto for a call with a user terminal in the
femtocell coverage area that is not a member of the CSG,
then handover is made from the macrocell base station
to the femtocell base station. Information is sent with the
handover command to indicate that the user terminal is
allowed access to the available partitioned resources. In
consequence, a check on whether the user terminal is a
member of the CSG is not necessary, so is not under-
taken.

Operation in more Detail

[0028] One example of this operation is shown in Fig-
ure 3 where the apparatus performing that operation is
shown in Figure 2. This is a scenario in which the RNC
12 that controls several macrocell base stations 14 de-
tects that one of those macrocell base stations 14 is near
overload so attempts to make use of partitioned resourc-
es of a closed cell femtocell base station 6 to alleviate
that overload.
[0029] As shown in Figure 3, the RNC 12 detects near-
overload (step a) of a macrocell that it controls using its
macrocell overload detector 16. Accordingly, the RRC
measurement controller 18 of the RNC 12 sends (step
b) a Radio Resource Control (RRC) message requesting
the user terminal 4 to perform measurements of received
signal strength of cells that the user terminal detects. The
measurements are selected to be intra-frequency, in oth-
er words at the same radio frequencies as used by the
macrocell base station, or inter-frequency, in other words
at other radio frequencies, depending on what radio fre-
quency the femtocell base stations use.
[0030] The user terminal 4 conducts the measure-
ments and sends (step c) from its RRC measurement
reporter 26 a measurement report which includes an in-
dication that the user terminal 4 detects the closed access
femto 6. This indication is the Primary Scrambling Code

(PSC) of the closed access femto 6. The measurement
report is received by the macrocell base station 14 and
forwarded to its RNC 12.
[0031] The RNC 12 then sends (step d) a request via
the macrocell base station 14 for the user terminal to read
the system information (SI) that is broadcast by the fem-
tocell base station 6. This request is in the form of an
RRC measurement control message. This is so as to
enable the RNC to unambiguously identify the femto 6.
[0032] The user terminal reads the system information
in its femto-SI-decoder 28 and extracts from that the
unique cell identifier, Cell ID. The CellID sender 30 of the
user terminal 4 then sends (step e) the fcmtocell base
station identifier, Cell ID, to the RNC 12 via the macrocell
base station 14. This is done in a further RRC measure-
ment report message.
[0033] The RNC 12 then recognises (step f) the closed
access femtocell base station as one that can have par-
titioned resources available for user terminals that are
not members of the femto’s closed subscriber group. This
is done by comparing the received Cell ID with data about
fcmtos previously stored in a lookup table 20 in the RNC
12. This data about the femtocell base station 6 was pre-
viously provisioned on the RNC, for example by being
provided to the RNC 12 when the neighbour cell relation-
ship was established between the macrocell base station
14 controlled by the RNC 12 and the femtocell base sta-
tion 6.
[0034] The RNC 12 then initiates (step g) a query to
the identified femtocell base station 6 to check whether
the partitioned resources are currently available for the
RNC 12 to make use of The femtocell base station 6
makes the check, and if yes, responds (step h) that the
resources are available up to its partitioned limit.
[0035] The RNC 12 then controls the macrocell base
station 14 to perform a handover of the connection with
the user terminal 4 to the femtocell base station 6. The
messages involved in the handover including an indica-
tion to the femtocell base station 6 that the user terminal
4 need not be subjected to the usual checks on whether
the user terminal 4 is a member of the CSG.

Some Variants

[0036] In an otherwise similar example, the closed ac-
cess femtocell base station broadcasts an indication of
being open access but with an indication that the resourc-
es are limited for user terminals that are not members of
the femtocell base station’s closed subscriber group. This
may be included in broadcast information only for short
periods when the partitioned portion of the resources is
not in use and so available.
[0037] In the embodiment described above with refer-
ence to the Figures, the user terminals that are not mem-
bers of the femto’s CSG belong to the same Public Land
Mobile Network (PLMN) as the femto, or an equivalent
PLMN where the femto broadcasts multiple PLMN iden-
tifiers as occurs in a shared network. However, in an oth-
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erwise similar example, user terminals that are not mem-
bers of the femto’s CSG but belong to the same Public
Land Mobile Network (PLMN) as the femto may be al-
lowed access. In other words, only user terminals that
subscribe to the same network operator as the femto are
able to utilised the femto’s partitioned resource. In this
example, user terminals subscribing to equivalent
PLMNs where the femto broadcasts multiple PLMN iden-
tifiers, as occurs in a shared network, are not allowed to
use the femto’s resources.

General

[0038] The present invention may be embodied in oth-
er specific forms without departing from its essential char-
acteristics. The described embodiments are to be con-
sidered in all respects only as illustrative and not restric-
tive. The scope of the invention is, therefore, indicated
by the appended claims rather than by the foregoing de-
scription. All changes that come within the meaning and
range of equivalency of the claims are to be embraced
within their scope.
[0039] A person skilled in the art would readily recog-
nize that steps of various above-described methods can
be performed by programmed computers. Some embod-
iments relate to program storage devices, e.g., digital
data storage media, which are machine or computer
readable and encode machine-executable or computer-
executable programs of instructions, wherein said in-
structions perform some or all of the steps of said above-
described methods. The program storage devices may
be, e.g., digital memories, magnetic storage media such
as a magnetic disks and magnetic tapes, hard drives, or
optically readable digital data storage media. Some em-
bodiments involve computers programmed to perform
said steps of the above-described methods.

Claims

1. A small cell base station including resources for con-
nection with user terminals and having a group of
registered user terminals authorised to connect with
the small cell base station; in which a first part of the
resources are for connection only with the registered
user terminals; and a second part of the resources
are for connection with at any one or more user ter-
minal from a set comprising unregistered user ter-
minals and the group of registered user terminals.

2. A small cell base station according to claim 1, com-
prising an indicator operable to indicate whether the
second part of the resources is currently available
for connection with at least one user terminal from a
set comprising unregistered user terminals and the
group of registered user terminals.

3. A small cell base station according to claim 1 or claim

2, having resources for simultaneous voice calls, the
first part of the resources being sufficient for at least
one voice call, and the second part of the resources
being sufficient for at least one voice call.

4. A small cell base station according to any preceding
claim, configured to broadcast an indication of being
open access limited to only part of its resources for
connections with user terminals being available to
unregistered user terminals.

5. A small cell base station according to any preceding
claim, in which the registered user terminals com-
prise a Closed Subscriber Group, CSG.

6. A macrocell base station controller configured to de-
tect an overload or near-overload condition of the
macrocell base station and configured to instruct a
user terminal in the macrocell to detect a small cell
base station, the user terminal not being registered
with the small cell base station, the macrocell base
station controller also being configured to check
whether the small cell base station detected by the
user terminal is according to claim 1, and configured
to check whether the small cell base station has re-
sources currently available for connection with the
user terminal.

7. A macrocell base station controller according to
claim 6, in which the macrocell base station is con-
figured to check whether the small cell base station
detected by the user terminal is according to claim
1 by inspecting a lookup table of information of small
cell base stations using a received identifier of the
small cell base station.

8. A macrocell base station controller according to
claim 6 or claim 7, which is a Radio Network Con-
troller, RNC.

9. A telecommunications network comprising the small
cell base station according to claim 1, a macrocell
base station and the macrocell base station control-
ler according to claim 6.

10. A telecommunications network according to claim 9,
in which unregistered user terminals belong to the
same Public Land Mobile Network, PLMN, as the
registered user terminals, or an equivalent PLMN to
the registered user terminals.

11. A method of handover of a user terminal’s connec-
tion with a macrocell base station to connection with
a small cell base station, the user terminal not being
registered with the small cell base station, the meth-
od comprising:

identifying the small cell base station within the
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radio coverage area of which the user terminal
is located,
determining that the small cell base station is
selectably connectable either with only user ter-
minals registered with the small cell base station
or with any one or more user terminals of a set
comprising the registered user terminals and at
least one unregistered user terminal,
dependent upon that determination checking
that the small cell base station currently has re-
sources available for connection with an unreg-
istered user terminal,
and dependent upon the result of that check
handing over the connection with the user ter-
minal from connection with the macrocell base
station to connection with the small cell base
station.

12. A method according to claim 11, triggered by detec-
tion of an overload condition or a near-overload con-
dition of the macrocell base station.

13. A method according to claim 11 or claim 12, in which
said identifying is by a user terminal in the macrocell
detecting the small cell base station and obtaining
an identifier of the small cell base station.

14. A method according to claim 13, in which said de-
termining is by inspection of records using the iden-
tifier to establish whether the small cell base station
is one that is selectably connectable with only user
terminals registered with the small cell base station
or any one or more user terminal of the set compris-
ing the registered user terminals and the at least one
unregistered user terminal.

15. A method according to any of claims 11 to 14, in
which said handover includes sending a handover
command to the small cell base station that includes
an indication that the user terminal is to be allowed
to connect to the small cell base station despite not
being registered with the small cell base station.

Amended claims in accordance with Rule 137(2)
EPC.

1. A method of handover of a user terminal’s con-
nection with a macrocell base station (14) to connec-
tion with a small cell base station (6), the user termi-
nal (4) not being registered with the small cell base
station, the method comprising:

identifying the small cell base station within the
radio coverage area of which the user terminal
is located,
determining (Fig 3:f) that the small cell base sta-
tion is selectably connectable either with only

user terminals registered with the small cell base
station or with any one or more user terminals
of a set comprising the registered user terminals
and at least one unregistered user terminal,
dependent upon that determination checking
(Fig 3:g) that the small cell base station currently
has resources available for connection with an
unregistered user terminal,
and dependent upon the result (Fig 3:h) of that
check handing over the connection with the user
terminal from connection with the macrocell
base station to connection with the small cell
base station.

2. A method according to claim 1, triggered by de-
tection of an overload condition or a near-overload
condition (Fig 3:a) of the macrocell base station.

3. A method according to claim 1 or claim 2, in which
said identifying is by a user terminal in the macrocell
detecting the small cell base station and obtaining
an identifier (28) of the small cell base station.

4. A method according to claim 3, in which said de-
termining is by inspection of records (20) using the
identifier to establish whether the small cell base sta-
tion is one that is selectably connectable with only
user terminals registered with the small cell base sta-
tion or any one or more user terminal of the set com-
prising the registered user terminals and the at least
one unregistered user terminal.

5. A method according to any of claims 1 to 4, in
which said handover includes sending a handover
command to the small cell base station that includes
an indication that the user terminal is to be allowed
to connect to the small cell base station despite not
being registered with the small cell base station.

6. A macrocell base station controller (12) configured
to detect an overload or near-overload condition of
the macrocell base station (14) and configured to
instruct (Fig 3:b,d) a user terminal (4) in the macrocell
to detect a small cell base station; the user terminal
not being registered with the small cell base station;
the macrocell base station controller also being con-
figured to check whether the small cell base station
detected by the user terminal is a small cell base
station (6) including resources for connection with
user terminals and having a group of registered user
terminals authorised to connect with the small cell
base station, in which a first part of the resources
are for connection only with the registered user ter-
minals, and a second part of the resources are for
connection with at any one or more user terminal
from a set comprising unregistered user terminals
and the group of registered user terminals; and the
macrocell base station controller is configured to
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check, whether the small cell base station has re-
sources currently available for connection with the
(22) unregistered user terminal, and is configured to,
dependent upon the result of that check, handover
(24) the connection with the user terminal from con-
nection with the macrocell base station base station
to connection with the small cell base station.

7. A macrocell base station controller according to
claim 6, in which the macrocell base station is con-
figured to check whether the small cell base station
detected by the user terminal is according to claim
1 by inspecting a lookup table of information of small
cell base stations using a received identifier of the
small cell base station.

8. A macrocell base station controller according to
claim 6 or claim 7, which is a Radio Network Con-
troller, RNC.
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