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(54) NETWORK INTERFACE WITH TIMESTAMPING AND DATA PROTECTION

(57) The invention relates to a network transmission
interface, comprising within an egress data path, a phys-
ical coding sublayer (PCS) (14) operating in a constant
bitrate domain for transmitting data frames on a network
link; a timestamp unit (16) configured to insert times-
tamps in payloads of the frames; a transmission media
access control (MAC) unit (12c) located at a frontier be-
tween the constant bitrate domain and a variable bitrate
domain, configured to receive the frames at a variable

bitrate, encapsulate the frames, and provide the encap-
sulated frames at a constant bitrate; a MAC layer security
unit (26b) located downstream the timestamp unit, con-
figured to sign and optionally encrypt the payloads and
expand each frame with a security tag and an integrity
check value (ICV). The timestamp unit (16) and the MAC
layer security unit (26b) both operate in the constant bi-
trate domain.
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Description

Field

[0001] The present invention relates to network inter-
faces, and more specifically to interfaces implementing
both packet timestamping according to IEEE-1588 and
MAC layer security, such as defined by IEEE-802.1AE,
also known as MACsec.

Background

[0002] According to the Precision Time Protocol (PTP),
defined by the IEEE-1588 standards, timestamps accu-
rately reflecting network packet departure times may be
inserted in the packets.
[0003] In order to ensure accuracy, timestamps are
preferably inserted by the network interface at a point of
the data path where the latency remaining up to the net-
work physical layer can be determined as accurately as
possible. Indeed, the timestamps should reflect the times
at which the packets egress into the network.
[0004] Figure 1A is a block diagram of a typical network
transmission interface implementing the PTP, such as
disclosed, for instance, in patent US9929928. A buffer
10 receives outgoing data in the form, for instance, of
Ethernet frames. The frames are processed by a trans-
mission media access control (MAC) unit 12. A flow con-
trol mechanism is implemented between the buffer and
the MAC unit 12 through a back-pressure signal. The
processed frames are transferred to a physical coding
sublayer (PCS) 14, for instance over a media-independ-
ent interface (xMII). A PTP timestamp unit 16 is usually
included within the MAC unit, as shown.
[0005] Figure 1B is a block diagram of a straightforward
implementation of a MAC unit including the timestamp
unit. The MAC unit includes, in sequence, a transmission
engine 18, a frame check sequence (FCS) generation
and appending unit 20, and a reconciliation sublayer (RS)
22. The timestamp unit 16 is located upstream the FCS
unit, because the FCS values are calculated based on
the timestamp values.
[0006] The transmission engine 18 encapsulates the
frames with various fields pertaining to the physical layer.
The RS unit 22 implements the xMII interface for com-
municating with downstream units, in practice the PCS.
[0007] Figure 2A is an exemplary network data struc-
ture without timestamping as produced by the MAC unit
12 on the xMII interface. The top of figure 2A depicts an
exemplary Ethernet frame as received in the packet buff-
er 10. The frame may conventionally include a MAC des-
tination address field (6 bytes), followed by a MAC source
address field (6 bytes), a type field (2 bytes), and an L2
payload field of variable length.
[0008] The bottom of figure 2A depicts the Ethernet
frame as processed for transmission. Changes are illus-
trated by gray fields. The frame is preceded by an 8-byte
preamble and followed by an optional padding field, a 4-

byte frame check sequence (FCS) field, and a variable
but of deterministic length inter-packet gap (IPG). A next
processed frame starts at the end of the IPG.
[0009] The transmit engine 18 is in charge of append-
ing the preamble and padding fields to the Ethernet
frame. The padding field is optional in that it is used when
the frame is less than 60 bytes long, to extend the frame
length to 60 bytes. The FCS field is calculated over the
entire frame and the padding field, and appended by the
unit 20. The IPG field is appended by the reconciliation
sublayer 22.
[0010] Figure 2B is an exemplary processed frame
structure with timestamping, based on the same Ethernet
frame as in figure 2A. The timestamp is evaluated and
inserted in the L2 payload by the timestamp unit 16. The
FCS value, calculated after, thus takes the L2 payload
modified by the timestamp into account.
[0011] In the configuration of figures 1A and 1B, the
timestamp unit 16 is conveniently located, because the
delay between the time stamp unit and the PCS (the
packet egress point) is fixed and determinable, whereby
the timestamps can be accurately calculated by adding
a fixed delay.
[0012] Figures 3A and 3B are exemplary processed
frame structures using timestamping and MAC layer se-
curity, for instance MACsec, as they would be produced
on the xMII interface. MACsec may be configured to im-
plement several modes based on a classification of the
frame.
[0013] A first mode is bypass, meaning MACsec is dis-
abled and has no influence on the frame, i.e. the pro-
duced processed frame is similar to that of figure 2B.
[0014] In a second mode (integrity protection) and a
third mode (combined confidentiality and integrity pro-
tection), the MACsec process expands the frame with an
8-byte security tag (SecTAG) optionally extended by an
8-byte secure channel identifier (SCI), placed between
the MAC source address field and the type field, and a
16-byte integrity check value (ICV) placed between the
payload field and the padding field.
[0015] The ICV is a signature calculated using cryp-
tography over the Ethernet frame including the security
tag. The FCS is then calculated over the Ethernet frame
including the security tag, the ICV and the padding field.
The purpose of the ICV, using complex cryptography cal-
culations, is to detect tampering with the frame, whereas
the purpose of the FCS, using simple calculations, is to
detect transmission errors.
[0016] Figure 3A illustrates a frame as produced using
the integrity-only mode. The frame is expanded with the
security tag and the ICV, but the payload and type fields
remain intact.
[0017] Figure 3B illustrates a frame as produced using
the combined confidentiality and integrity mode. The
frame is expanded with the security tag and the ICV, and
both the type and payload fields are merged and encrypt-
ed in one field.
[0018] Implementing MACsec with timestamping intro-
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duces complications in determining the timestamps ac-
curately. Indeed, MACsec involves signing and optionally
encrypting frame payloads in which the time stamps have
been inserted beforehand, whereby encrypting or signing
can only be performed downstream the timestamping.
Moreover, MACsec processing adds a variable delay be-
tween the timestamping and the egress point, which is
difficult to evaluate accurately at the time the timestamps
need to be inserted.
[0019] Figure 4 is a block diagram of a network inter-
face as disclosed in patent US9929928 implementing
both timestamping and MACsec. In comparison to figure
1A, the timestamp unit 16b is removed from the MAC
unit 12b and placed upstream the MAC unit. A classifier
unit 24 is located between the packet buffer 10 and the
timestamp unit 16b. A MACsec protection unit 26 is lo-
cated between the timestamp unit 16b and the MAC unit
12b.
[0020] The classifier unit 24 and the protection unit 26
(in gray) together implement the MACsec protocols. The
classifier 24 determines a security classification based
on information contained in a current frame, for instance,
whether the current frame should be encrypted and
signed, only signed, discarded or should pass through
as is. Depending on the classification, the frame may be
expanded with the security tag and ICV fields in the pro-
tection unit 26, thus introducing a first variable delay
downstream the timestamp unit.
[0021] By placing the classifier before the timestamp
unit, the classification result can be used by the times-
tamp unit to account for the frame expansion performed
downstream by the protection unit 26. Although the var-
iable latency caused by frame expansion is deterministic,
there are other latencies that are less deterministic, such
as introduced by the complex cryptography calculations
in the protection unit 26 and by flow control between the
units.
[0022] In order to improve timestamp accuracy, patent
US9929928 provides the timestamp unit 16b with a de-
parture-time prediction engine 28 that takes feedback
from the xMII interface output. The prediction engine im-
plements a complex algorithm that does not systemati-
cally predict delays accurately.

Summary

[0023] A network transmission interface is generally
provided, comprising within an egress data path, a phys-
ical coding sublayer (PCS) operating in a constant bitrate
domain for transmitting data frames on a network link; a
timestamp unit configured to insert timestamps in pay-
loads of the frames; a transmission media access control
(MAC) unit located at a frontier between the constant
bitrate domain and a variable bitrate domain, configured
to receive the frames at a variable bitrate, encapsulate
the frames, and provide the encapsulated frames at a
constant bitrate; a MAC layer security unit located down-
stream the timestamp unit, configured to sign and option-

ally encrypt the payloads and expand each frame with a
security tag and an integrity check value (ICV). The times-
tamp unit and the MAC layer security unit both operate
in the constant bitrate domain.
[0024] The transmission MAC unit may include a trans-
mit engine configured to expand each frame upstream
the timestamp unit with a placeholder accounting for the
combined size of the security tag and the ICV, and the
MAC layer security unit may be configured to use the
placeholder for inserting the security tag and the ICV after
encrypting or signing the payload.
[0025] The transmission MAC unit may be configured
to encapsulate each frame with a dummy frame check
sequence (FCS), and the interface may further comprise
an FCS generation unit downstream the MAC layer se-
curity unit configured for replacing the dummy FCS with
an effective FCS.
[0026] The timestamp unit may be included in the
transmission MAC unit, and the transmission MAC unit
may be configured for outputting data through a media-
independent interface (xMII), the network interface fur-
ther comprising downstream the transmission MAC unit
an xMII decoder located upstream the MAC layer security
unit; and an xMII encoder located downstream the FCS
generation unit, configured to supply the PCS.
[0027] The interface may comprise a classifier unit lo-
cated upstream the transmission MAC unit, configured
to determine a security classification for each frame
among one of MACsec encapsulation, discard and by-
pass, and convey the resulting classification down to the
MAC layer security unit, wherein the transmit engine per-
forms expansion with the placeholder only when the re-
sulting classification is set to MACsec encapsulation.
[0028] A method is generally provided for timestamp-
ing and protecting network frames at a MAC layer upon
transmission, comprising the steps of receiving each
frame at a variable bitrate; pre-expanding a current frame
with a placeholder accounting for the size of security tags
used by a MAC layer protection mechanism; forwarding
the pre-expanded current frame at a constant bitrate; in-
serting a timestamp in a payload of the pre-expanded
current frame; and protecting the pre-expanded current
frame while using the placeholder for inserting the result-
ing security tags.
[0029] The method may comprise the further steps of
appending a dummy frame check sequence (FCS) to the
pre-expanded current frame after inserting the times-
tamp; and updating the dummy FCS after the protecting
step.

Brief Description of Drawings

[0030] Other advantages and features will become
more clearly apparent from the following description of
particular embodiments of the invention provided for ex-
emplary purposes only and represented in the appended
drawings, in which:
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1 Figures 1A and 1B, previously described, are
block diagrams of a conventional network transmis-
sion interface implementing timestamping;

1 Figure 2A, previously described, is an exemplary
network data structure without timestamping nor
MAC layer security;

1 Figure 2B, previously described, is an exemplary
network data structure with timestamping but without
MAC layer security;

1 Figures 3A and 3B, previously described, are ex-
emplary network data structures with timestamping
and MAC layer security;

1 Figure 4, previously described, is a block diagram
of a conventional network transmission interface im-
plementing both timestamping and MAC layer secu-
rity;

1 Figures 5A and 5B are block diagrams of an em-
bodiment of a network transmission interface imple-
menting timestamping and MAC layer security and
offering improved timestamp accuracy;

1 Figure 6A is an exemplary network data structure
with timestamping and MAC layer security set to by-
pass mode, as output from the modified MAC unit of
figure 5B; and

1 Figure 6B is an exemplary network data structure
with timestamping and MAC layer security set to en-
cryption or signing mode, as output from the modified
MAC unit of figure 5B.

Description of Embodiments

[0031] The inventors have noted that in a network
transmission interface such as that of figures 1A, 1B and
4, some units operate in a variable bitrate domain (the
units upstream the MAC unit), while other units operate
in a constant bitrate domain (the units downstream the
MAC unit).
[0032] In the variable bitrate domain, frames may ar-
rive in non-contiguous and irregular bursts due to
processing delays and resource congestion, and they
may be expanded arbitrarily, whereby buffering is need-
ed between the units to ensure each unit always has data
available for processing. Buffering introduces flow con-
trol mechanisms causing difficulties in predicting trans-
mission delays.
[0033] In the constant bitrate domain, the units are syn-
chronized so that data flows through them at a known
rate, corresponding to the rate of the network link, where-
by transmission delays are fixed or determinable with a
sufficient level of accuracy.
[0034] A frontier between the variable and constant bi-

trate domains may be defined as soon as the frames
have achieved their final size, or when their size may still
vary by a fixed known quantity that can be absorbed syn-
chronously by the downstream units. In figure 1B, the
frontier may be the transmit engine 18, although fields
are still appended downstream by units 20 (FCS) and 22
(IPG). The size of the FCS and IPG fields is known by
the time the packet exits the transmit engine 18, whereby
the units downstream the transmit engine 18, in particular
the timestamp unit 16, can be designed to be synchro-
nous. Thus, the timestamp unit 16 operates in the con-
stant bitrate domain and all delays downstream are
known or determinable.
[0035] In the conventional structure of figure 4, where
MAC layer security (MACsec) is combined with times-
tamping, the MAC unit 12b was moved downstream the
MACsec unit 26, because the MAC unit 12b implements,
as a standard, operations that need to be performed after
the MACsec processing (such as the FCS generation
and the xMII interfacing). As a consequence, the times-
tamp unit 16b is located in the variable bitrate domain.
[0036] The inventors have sought, in a structure im-
plementing both timestamping and MAC layer security,
to keep the timestamp unit in the constant bitrate domain.
[0037] Figure 5A is a block diagram of an embodiment
of a transmission network interface achieving this goal.
Same reference numerals as in the previous figures des-
ignate similar elements. Reference numerals bearing a
letter suffix designate modified features from the previous
figures. Text in italics designates new features. Elements
in gray participate in MACsec functions.
[0038] In comparison to figure 4, the MAC unit 12c is
located between the classifier unit 24 and the MACsec
protection unit 26b. Like in figure 1A, the MAC unit 12c
includes the timestamp unit 16. The frontier between the
variable bitrate (VBR) domain and the constant bitrate
(CBR) domain is typically (figure 1B) at the transmit en-
gine 18 of the MAC unit, as previously mentioned, mean-
ing the timestamp unit 16 and the downstream protection
unit 26b are located in the CBR domain. The transmit
engine 18b of the MAC unit is modified to pre-expand
the frames, based on the classification results provided
by unit 24, with placeholders that will later receive the
MACsec tags, i.e. the security tag with the optional SCI,
and the ICV.
[0039] With such a configuration, the pre-expanded
frames issued by the transmit engine 18b can be proc-
essed downstream fully in the CBR domain. The protec-
tion unit 26b is modified to no longer cause expansion,
but to simply use each placeholder for the calculated
MACsec tags, while processing the type field and the
payload as usual. As a result, timestamping and all further
downstream processing occur in the CBR domain, where
delays are fixed and determinable.
[0040] Referring back to figure 1B, the MAC unit con-
ventionally generates and appends an FCS at 20, FCS
which is normally calculated over the MACsec trans-
formed frame (figures 3A, 3B). In figure 5A, the FCS gen-
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eration is removed from the MAC unit to be located at
20b downstream the protection unit 26b.
[0041] For purposes of design reuse and maintaining
compatibility with existing building blocks, the MAC unit
12c may be based on units of conventional structure,
such as those of figure 1B, which are minimally modified
or simplified to implement the current process, as depict-
ed in figure 5B, described later.
[0042] Additional elements shown in figure 5A are pro-
vided to adapt the interface structure to such a minimally
modified MAC unit.
[0043] The MAC unit 12c typically produces data in
xMII format, which is not adapted for processing by con-
ventional MACsec and FCS units. An xMII decoder 30 is
thus provided downstream the MAC unit 12c, to reconvert
the data into an Ethernet frame format that can be proc-
essed by typical MACsec and FCS units. An xMII encoder
32, similar to the reconciliation sublayer 22, is provided
downstream the FCS unit 20b to produce an output that
a standard MAC unit would produce for the PCS 14. Of
course, the xMII decoder and encoder 30, 32 add delays
to the dataflow after the timestamping event. However,
the decoder and encoder operate in the CBR domain,
whereby the delays are fixed and can be determined at
the time the timestamps are inserted.
[0044] The MAC unit 12c is configured to propagate
the classification result from the classifier unit 24 to the
MACsec protection unit 26b, as shown.
[0045] A dataflow on an xMII interface is synchronous
with the bitrate of the network link, whereby, in figure 5A,
the dataflow exiting the MAC unit 12c is in principle syn-
chronous with the dataflow entering the PCS 14. This
requirement constrains the units 30, 26b, 20b and 32 to
operate together to introduce a fixed delay Df in the da-
taflow, as noted on figure 5A. This constraint is achiev-
able by pipelining the units and, in particular, by designing
the MACsec protection unit 26b so that all frames, even
those in "bypass" mode, transit through it. When the pro-
tection unit 26b receives a bypass frame, it is set to a
transparent mode where the frame goes through the var-
ious stages of the protection process, while the actual
protection processing is turned off. This ensures that all
frames bear the same delay through the protection unit
26b, which unit can introduce the most time variation in
the process.
[0046] With such a configuration, the timestamps gen-
erated by the unit 16 may be compensated by the fixed
delay Df, and, in some implementations, also by a vari-
able but determinable delay introduced by a conventional
flow control mechanism between the PCS 14 and the
MAC unit 12c, such as would be the case in the structure
of figure 1A.
[0047] The placeholders appended by the transmit en-
gine 18b are a non-standard factor in the data flow pre-
ceding the MACsec unit 26b. In an embodiment, the
placeholders may be appended after the payload fields,
in which case each placeholder may be processed
throughout the MAC unit 12c as if it was part or an ex-

tension of the corresponding payload. The transmit en-
gine 18b may be configured to identify the end of the
initial payload by propagating, as shown, an "end of pay-
load" pointer to the downstream units that require the
length of the initial payload, especially the MACsec pro-
tection unit 26b. The padding added by the transmit en-
gine 18b is based on the extended payload.
[0048] Figure 5B is a block diagram of an embodiment
of a MAC unit designed to reuse existing building blocks,
as previously mentioned. Since the MAC unit is placed
downstream another processing unit (the classifier unit
24) in the VBR domain, it includes a buffer (FIFO) 34 at
its input to absorb the processing and transmission de-
lays of the classifier unit 24. The buffer 34 is followed by
the transmit engine 18b, modified, as mentioned, to ap-
pend placeholders for the MACsec tags based on the
classification result for each frame. If the classification is
"bypass", no placeholder is appended.
[0049] As previously mentioned, when a placeholder
is appended after the payload, the transmit engine 18b
identifies the end of the payload in a pointer that is prop-
agated to the downstream units that require it.
[0050] The timestamp unit 16, FCS unit 20, and rec-
onciliation sublayer 22 may be pre-existing versions,
such as those of figure 1B, that can operate on the place-
holder-extended payload without need of the end of pay-
load pointer.
[0051] The timestamp unit 16 uses a payload header
to locate the position of the timestamp field in the payload,
whereby the length of the payload is not needed.
[0052] The FCS value generated by the FCS unit 20
is a dummy value in that it has no meaning at this stage,
when MACsec is implemented. This has no importance,
since the FCS is updated downstream by unit 20b (figure
5A) with the correct value. The FCS unit 20 may thus be
a simplified version that just appends a fixed dummy val-
ue, for instance all zeroes, without performing any cal-
culation to save area and power. The dummy FCS is
appended at the end of the frame, which operation re-
quires no knowledge of the length of the payload, be-
cause the end of the frame is identified by an "end-of-
frame" character.
[0053] The RS unit 22 then implements the IPG, which
only requires knowledge of the end of the frame.
[0054] Figures 6A and 6B are exemplary network data
structures as output from the modified MAC unit of figure
5B. Differences with conventional data structures are
shown in gray fields.
[0055] In figure 6A, the classifier unit 24 has deter-
mined the bypass mode, and indicates this in the classi-
fier results propagated to the downstream units. Com-
pared to the frame structure of figure 2B, the only differ-
ence is that the FCS field contains a dummy value. No
placeholder is appended by the transmit engine 18b.
[0056] Downstream, the MACsec protection unit 26b
is inactive in response to the classification result, produc-
ing no data for the absent placeholders. The FCS unit
20b updates the FCS field, producing the frame structure
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of figure 2B for the PCS 14.
[0057] In figure 6B, the classifier unit 24 has deter-
mined a MACsec encapsulation (with integrity-only or in-
tegrity and confidentiality mode), and indicates this in the
classifier results propagated to the downstream units.
The frame structures at this stage are the same, with or
without confidentiality. Compared to the frame structure
of figure 3A, the FCS field again contains a dummy value,
and a 24 or 32-byte placeholder is appended after the
payload by the transmit engine 18b. The size of the place-
holder is determined by the classifier result. The place-
holder is arbitrary data, for instance all zeroes.
[0058] Downstream, the MACsec protection unit 26b
is enabled in response to the classification result. The
MACsec unit reorganizes the type, payload and place-
holder fields with the security tag and ICV, as required
by the classification result. The FCS unit 20b updates
the FCS field subsequently.
[0059] In integrity-only mode, the frame structure of
figure 3A is produced for the PCS 14, where the range
with the type, payload and placeholder fields is replaced,
in sequence, by the security tag, the type field, the pay-
load, and the ICV.
[0060] In combined confidentiality and integrity protec-
tion mode, the frame structure of figure 3B is produced
for the PCS 14, where the range with the type, payload
and placeholder fields is replaced, in sequence, by the
security tag, the encrypted type field and payload, and
the ICV.

Claims

1. A network transmission interface, comprising within
an egress data path:

• a physical coding sublayer (PCS) (14) operat-
ing in a constant bitrate domain for transmitting
data frames on a network link;
• a timestamp unit (16) configured to insert
timestamps in payloads of the frames;
• a transmission media access control (MAC)
unit (12c) located at a frontier between the con-
stant bitrate domain and a variable bitrate do-
main, configured to receive the frames at a var-
iable bitrate, encapsulate the frames, and pro-
vide the encapsulated frames at a constant bi-
trate;
• a MAC layer security unit (26b) located down-
stream the timestamp unit, configured to sign
and optionally encrypt the payloads and expand
each frame with a security tag and an integrity
check value (ICV);

wherein the timestamp unit (16) and the MAC layer
security unit (26b) both operate in the constant bi-
trate domain.

2. The interface of claim 1, wherein the transmission
MAC unit (12c) includes a transmit engine (18b) con-
figured to expand each frame upstream the times-
tamp unit (16) with a placeholder accounting for the
combined size of the security tag and the ICV, and
the MAC layer security unit (26b) is configured to
use the placeholder for inserting the security tag and
the ICV after encrypting or signing the payload.

3. The interface of claim 1, wherein the transmission
MAC unit (12c) is configured to encapsulate each
frame with a dummy frame check sequence (FCS),
and the interface further comprises an FCS gener-
ation unit (20b) downstream the MAC layer security
unit (26b) configured for replacing the dummy FCS
with an effective FCS.

4. The network interface of claim 3, wherein the times-
tamp unit (16) is included in the transmission MAC
unit (12c), and the transmission MAC unit is config-
ured for outputting data through a media-independ-
ent interface (xMII), the network interface further
comprising downstream the transmission MAC unit:

• an xMII decoder (30) located upstream the
MAC layer security unit (26b); and
• an xMII encoder (32) located downstream the
FCS generation unit (20b), configured to supply
the PCS (14).

5. The interface of claim 2, comprising a classifier unit
(24) located upstream the transmission MAC unit
(12c), configured to determine a security classifica-
tion for each frame among one of MACsec encap-
sulation, discard and bypass, and convey the result-
ing classification down to the MAC layer security unit
(26b), wherein the transmit engine (18b) performs
expansion with the placeholder only when the result-
ing classification is set to MACsec encapsulation.

6. A method for timestamping and protecting network
frames at a MAC layer upon transmission, compris-
ing the following steps:

• receiving each frame (10) at a variable bitrate;
• pre-expanding a current frame with a place-
holder accounting for the size of security tags
used by a MAC layer protection mechanism
(18b);
• forwarding the pre-expanded current frame at
a constant bitrate;
• inserting a timestamp in a payload of the pre-
expanded current frame (16); and
• protecting the pre-expanded current frame
while using the placeholder for inserting the re-
sulting security tags (26b).

7. The method of claim 6, comprising the following
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steps:

• appending a dummy frame check sequence
(FCS) to the pre-expanded current frame after
inserting the timestamp (20); and
• updating the dummy FCS after the protecting
step (20b).
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