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(54) Method and apparatus of sending encoded multimedia digital data taking into account 
sending deadlines

(57) The invention relates to a method of sending
encoded multimedia digital data from a first apparatus
(101) to a second apparatus (102) over a communication
network (100), the multimedia digital data being encoded
and formed of encoding units which are distributed into
packets of data before being sent, the second apparatus
including a decoder (450) that is activated for decoding
a plurality of encoding units according to a decoding rate,
the method including the steps of:

- estimating future possible variations in the decoding
rate of the decoder when decoding a plurality of encoding
units;
- estimating the time of transmission of packets of data
over the network;
- determining sending deadlines for sending packets of
data on the basis of said estimated possible decoding
rate variations and said estimated transmission time;
- sending packets of data over the network taking into
account the determined sending deadlines.
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Description

[0001] The present invention relates to a method of
sending data between a first communication apparatus
(e.g. a server) and a second communication apparatus
(e.g. a client) in a communication network.
[0002] The invention relates to the field of the trans-
mission of multimedia digital data, in particular audio
and/or video data, in a communication network such as
an IP (Internet Protocol) network.
[0003] It applies in particular to the regulation of data
packet sending in a stream of data transmitted from a
sending device (the server) to a receiving device (the
client).
[0004] A data communication network such as IP net-
work comprises many interconnection nodes (routers,
switches etc.) which may contain data packet buffers. In
this type of network, the phenomenon of congestion ap-
pears to be the main source of data losses when various
data streams transit through the same link of insufficient
capacity.
[0005] The last incoming packets generally end up by
being rejected by the interconnection node located at the
entry to the link.
[0006] Moreover, congestions may create variable de-
lays in the transmission of the packets of data from the
server to the client. The congestions may be increased
if too many packets are being sent within a short period
of time.
[0007] In order to avoid these problems it is therefore
necessary to use a congestion control mechanism.
[0008] To that end, the sending rate of the packets of
data is computed through a congestion control algorithm
such as TFRC (acronym for TCP Friendly Rate Control,
IETF RFC3448) or AIMD (acronym for Additive Increase/
Multiplicative Decrease, IETF RFC2581) and the packet
sending rate should be in accordance with the computed
sending rate.
[0009] Thus, the sending of packets may be delayed
and packets may be stored before being sent to the client
depending on the computed sending rate.
[0010] Furthermore, in order to correct errors intro-
duced by the network it is necessary to use error correc-
tion methods. Examples of error correction methods in-
clude the retransmission of the erroneous data packets
and a forward error correction method.
[0011] However, the implementation of these methods
may introduce some delays in the reception of the cor-
rected data packet or packets.
[0012] In a multimedia streaming application, usually
the client starts to play the multimedia stream before re-
ceiving the multimedia data in its entirety. Thus, the re-
ceiving time of the packets of data is important. This is
because a packet of data which is received after the time
at which the frame containing this packet of data should
have been played is no longer useful.
[0013] Depending on the application the latency may
be a few tens of seconds for example in a video on de-

mand application, a few seconds in a video surveillance
application, or a few hundreds of milliseconds in a video
conference application.
[0014] It is therefore important for the server to cor-
rectly estimate the deadline of the packets in order to
send them at the right time and select the appropriate
error correction method.
[0015] One of the difficulties in the deadline evaluation
is that the playing rate is not necessarily perfectly regular.
[0016] For example, a client may use an audio video
synchronization algorithm which may modify the video
rate in order to adapt it to changes in the audio rate.
[0017] According to another example, drift may occur
between the clocks respectively within the client and the
server and therefore impart a slightly different rate. Thus,
after a few minutes it may be necessary for the client to
enter into a resynchronization process by changing its
display rate.
[0018] The Applicant has noticed that with the devel-
opment of recent coding formats the playing order of the
multimedia data stream is not the same as the decoding
order of this data. For example, the video can be coded
in accordance with one of the standards described in the
H263 or H264 recommendations of the ITU-T, or with the
MPEG4 standard. These formats may use bi-directional
predicted images. With such images the decoding order
of the data is not the same as the playing order : the B
frame is decoded after a following image in the video
sequence.
[0019] Moreover, the recent coding formats as those
briefly mentioned above support advanced mode of
packetization. Thus, the same data packet may contain
several multimedia data items which conventionally are
each isolated in a single packet and the order of the pack-
ets may be different from the decoding order (interleaved
packetization). Such a mode of packetization offers the
advantage of limiting the impact of an error.
[0020] The prior art methods of determining a deadline
for a data packet conventionally use the playout time, i.e.
the time at which the frame is to be played.
[0021] However, given the difference between the dis-
play order and the decoding order and the complex
modes of packetization these methods suffer an impor-
tant limitation: they cannot correctly comply with recent
encoding formats involving non sequential decoding or-
der and/or complex modes of packetization.
[0022] Furthermore, the prior art methods are based
on the evaluation of the filling level in the client buffer.
However, in the case of very low latency in the commu-
nication time over a network such as for a long distance
video conference application, the client buffer may be
emptied regularly (for example after each frame) based
on usual practice. The methods based on the evaluation
of the filling level in the client buffer are thus not adapted
to low latency communications.
[0023] It is known from the article entitled "RTCP
FEEDBACK BASED TRANSMISSION RATE CON-
TROL FOR 3G WIRELESS MULTIMEDIA STREAMING"
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Baldo, N. and Horn, U. and Kampmann, M. and Hartung,
F. Personal, Indoor and Mobile Radio Communications,
2004, PIMRC 2004, 15th IEEE International Symposium
on, 1817-1821 Vol.3 to use 3GPP RTCP feedback mes-
sages in order to control the sending rate of a multimedia
data stream. In particular this article describes a method
which makes it possible to avoid underflow in a client
buffer, i.e. to avoid that packets of data be received too
late in the client buffer.
[0024] According to this method, the client sends to
the server feedback messages identifying the next ADU
(acronym for "Abstract Decoding Unit") that has to be
used by the decoder and the time left before displaying
this ADU (playout time). The article explains how to es-
timate the filling level in the client buffer and then to com-
pute a deadline for sending the ADU. This deadline is
based on the playout time and the current communication
time. The packets of data are next sent in accordance
with the computed deadline.
[0025] Although this method seems to be satisfactory,
nevertheless it is not adapted to coding formats involving
advanced encoding modes where the decoding order of
the data is not the same as the playing order of this data.
[0026] This is the case for instance with the formats
using bi-directional predicted frames (H.263, etc.). Thus,
a B frame in a video sequence which has been encoded
with such a coding format is to be decoded after an image
which appears subsequently in the video sequence.
[0027] An object of the invention is attained with the
method of claim 1 and the corresponding apparatus of
claim 14.
[0028] Based on the fact that the Applicant has noticed
that the decoding time is more important than the display
time, the invention is focused on the decoding activation
process, i.e. the time at which the decoder starts process-
ing an encoding unit (ADU).
[0029] In this respect, the invention provides for esti-
mating the possible variations in the decoding rate used
by the decoder for decoding a plurality of encoding units
in the future. The process of decoding successive en-
coding units starts at successive activation times of the
decoder, the occurrence of the successive activation
times being in accordance with what is called the decod-
ing rate. Put it another way, the decoding rate is the rate
used by the decoder for processing encoding units.
[0030] The invention also provides for estimating the
time of transmission of data packets over the network.
[0031] Thanks to these estimations deadlines for
sending data packets are next determined. These dead-
lines are thus based on future activation times of the de-
coder and, more particularly, on the way the decoding
rate of the decoder is susceptible of varying in the future.
For example, future activation times may not be regular.
This may depend on one or several parameters.
[0032] The invention is therefore particularly adapted
to coding formats involving advanced encoding modes
(e.g. with fragmentation, aggregation, interleaving)
where the decoding order of the data is not the same as

the playing order of these data.
[0033] It is to be noted that the invention supports ad-
vanced video coding with B frames.
[0034] Further, the method is performing well even with
a low time of transmission. This is because the method
is not based on a buffer filling level.
[0035] Also, the encoder used for encoding multimedia
digital data may function with a variable activation rate
without affecting the performance of the method.
[0036] According to one feature, the step of determin-
ing the deadlines also takes into account the possible
variations in the transmission time of the packets of data
over the network.
[0037] It is to be noted that the variations in the trans-
mission time of data packets over the network, e.g. due
to the buffers in the routers situated on the path followed
by the packets, may be high.
[0038] Thus, in order to obtain a more accurate eval-
uation of the data packets deadlines the possible varia-
tions in the transmission time over the network are taken
into account.
[0039] According to another feature, the step of esti-
mating future possible decoding rate variations depends
on at least one characteristic of the communication net-
work and/or the second apparatus.
[0040] Such a characteristic may have an impact on
the future decoding rate variations.
[0041] More particularly, the at least one characteristic
is selected from the following characteristics: drift in a
clock of the second apparatus with respect to a clock of
the first apparatus, resynchronization process within the
second apparatus, comparison between the duration of
the decoding of the previous encoding units and their
complexity , possible variations in the duration of the de-
coding of the previous encoding units, decoding of sev-
eral encoding units belonging to the same frame with the
same decoding rate or with different decoding rates.
[0042] According to one feature, the method includes
a step of receiving at least one message from the second
apparatus, said at least one message comprising decod-
er timing information relating to the decoding of at least
one encoding unit.
[0043] Such feedbacks from the second apparatus are
very easy to obtain since they do not require complex
clock synchronization between the clocks of the first and
the second apparatus.
[0044] An accurate timing of the feedbacks is not re-
quired. The number of feedbacks and their sending time
may be adjusted in accordance with the available band-
width.
[0045] Advantageously, decoder timing information
may relate to the decoding of the last encoding unit.
[0046] This allows the client (second apparatus) to
take into account the most recent timing information and
thus to have a more accurate estimation of future activa-
tion time.
[0047] According to one feature, said at least one mes-
sage comprises an identification of at least one encoding
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unit and the time, called decoding activation time, at
which the decoder has decoded the at least one encoding
unit.
[0048] This allows the client to have the accurate de-
coding time information for an encoding unit.
[0049] According to another feature, the method in-
cludes a step of receiving at least one message from the
second apparatus, said at least one message comprising
data packet timing information relating to timing informa-
tion associated with at least one received data packet.
[0050] Such feedbacks from the second apparatus are
very easy to obtain since they do not require complex
clock synchronization between the clocks of the first and
the second apparatus.
[0051] An accurate timing of the feedbacks is not re-
quired. The number of feedbacks and their sending time
may be adjusted in accordance with the available band-
width.
[0052] More particularly, data packet timing informa-
tion comprises timing information relating to the sending
time of the at least one data packet measured with a
clock in the first apparatus and the receiving time of the
at least one data packet measured with a clock in the
second apparatus.
[0053] According to one feature, the method includes
a step of selecting an error correction process taking into
account the sending deadline determined for at least one
multimedia data packet to which the error correction proc-
ess may be applied.
[0054] Thus, the error correction process may be dy-
namically adapted to changing conditions.
[0055] Also, the best error correction process may be
selected based on the determined sending deadline
which takes into account the current characteristic(s) of
the network and/or the second apparatus.
[0056] According to one feature, the error correction
process is selected from a retransmission process and
a forward error correction process.
[0057] These two processes are well known in the field
of multimedia transmission. Both processes provide
good error correction but with very different characteris-
tics in particular as regards timing.
[0058] According, to one feature, in case an error cor-
rection process is selected, the method includes a step
of creating at least one error correction packet (FEC or
retransmission) that is linked with the at least one multi-
media data packet to which the error correction process
may be applied.
[0059] Errors occurring in IP network will create pack-
ets losses. It is thus useful to create new packets (an
error correction packet containing FEC or retransmis-
sion) enabling corrections of the lost packets. In the case
of multimedia streaming it is also useful to reduce the
number of packets protected by a correction packet. This
is because it is not useful to protect too old packets which
have already been decoded and displayed.
[0060] According to another feature, the method in-
cludes a step of allocating a single receiving deadline

both to the at least one error correction packet (FEC)
thus created and to the at least one multimedia data pack-
et linked therewith.
[0061] The above applies in case a forward error cor-
rection process has been selected.
[0062] This allows the client to receive the multimedia
packets and the associated error correction packets be-
fore the date at which the media packet are to be used.
Thus, the multimedia packets can be corrected before
they are used.
[0063] According to still another feature, in case an
error correction packet is linked with a plurality of multi-
media data packets to which the error correction process
may be applied, the single allocated receiving deadline
is at most equal to the lowest of the receiving deadlines
determined for said plurality of multimedia data packets.
[0064] When one or several error correction packets
are associated to several media packets, it is necessary
to receive the several media packets and the one or sev-
eral correction packets to correct any error. Thus, the
minimal deadline for all associated packets is taken into
account so as to be able to correct an error occurring in
the packet with the minimal deadline.
[0065] On the other hand, in case a retransmission
process is selected the receiving deadline of the unique
associated multimedia data packet is decreased and the
receiving deadline of the retransmission data packet is
equal to the initial receiving deadline of the associated
multimedia data packet.
[0066] In case of retransmission, allocating the original
deadline to the retransmitted packet allows the retrans-
mitted packet to be received before the encoding unit is
used. Decreasing the deadline for the multimedia packet
makes it possible to have sufficient time to detect that
the original multimedia packet is affected by an error and
thus must be retransmitted.
[0067] The invention also relates to an information
storage means which can be read by a computer or a
microprocessor containing code instructions of a com-
puter program for executing the steps of the method.
[0068] Other features and advantages of the invention
will also emerge from the following description, given only
by way of non-limiting examples with reference to the
accompanying drawings:

- Figure 1 is an example of a data communication net-
work where the present invention may be implement-
ed;

- Figure 2 illustrates a block diagram of a device adapt-
ed to implement the invention;

- Figure 3 illustrates the structure of an encoded video
stream;

- Figure 4 shows the main modules which are present
in the server and the client;

- Figure 5 is a flowchart illustrating a method of send-
ing data packets;

- Figure 6 is a flowchart illustrating a method of receiv-
ing data packets;
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- Figure 7 is a flowchart illustrating a packetization
process at the server;

- Figure 8 is a flowchart illustrating a depacketization
process at the client;

- Figure 9 is a flowchart illustrating a method of esti-
mating the time of transmission over a network;

- Figure 10 is a flowchart illustrating the analysis of
the decoder activation time;

- Figure 11 is a flowchart illustrating a method of se-
lecting an error correction process.

[0069] Figure 1 illustrates a communication system to
which the invention may be applied.
[0070] This system comprises a first apparatus 101,
called server, which sends encoded multimedia digital
data over a communication network 100 to a second ap-
paratus 102, called client.
[0071] First apparatus 101 (sending device) transmits
packets of data of a data stream 101 to second apparatus
102 (receiving device) over network 100 which may be
a Wide Area Network or a Local Area Network.
[0072] For instance, network 100 may be a wireless
network (e.g. Wifi/802.11a or b or g), an Ethernet net-
work, or the Internet network or a mixed network com-
posed of several different networks. Data stream 104
comprises multimedia information representing video
and/or audio data.
[0073] The video and/or audio steams may be cap-
tured by the first apparatus 101 using a camera and a
microphone or a camcorder.
[0074] More particularly, the multimedia digital data
constituting data stream 104 are encoded and formed of
encoding units called Abstract Decoding Units (ADU)
which are distributed into packets of data before being
sent over the network.
[0075] Alternatively, the video and/or audio streams
constituting data steam 104 may be stored in first appa-
ratus 101 before being sent or received from another
apparatus either through network 100 or another net-
work.
[0076] It is to be noted that the transmission rate avail-
able over network 100 is typically limited, for example
due to the presence of competing steams.
[0077] Thus, the time of transmission of each packet
of data from apparatus 101 to apparatus 102 over net-
work 100 may vary depending on the congestion state
of the network.
[0078] This is because radio interferences of conges-
tion caused by other streams may introduce delays dur-
ing transmission or even data packet losses.
[0079] In order to obtain a better quality to quantity
ratio of data sent, the compression of the video data may
be of the motion compensation type.
[0080] For example, such a motion compensation type
may be made in accordance with the H264 format or
MPEG2 format.
[0081] As already mentioned the encoded or com-
pressed data are divided into packets of data and trans-

mitted over network 100 using a communication protocol.
[0082] The communication protocol used may be for
example RTP ("Real-time Transport Protocol"), UDP
("User Datagram Protocol") or DCCP ("Datagram Con-
gestion Control Protocol") or any other type of commu-
nication protocol.
[0083] First apparatus 101 inserts timestamp in the
packet of data which is to be sent over the network.
[0084] This timestamp information indicates the play-
out time of the multimedia digital data, which represents
useful information for second apparatus 102.
[0085] By way of example, in case of a live captured
video the timestamp contains the time which was read
on the local actual time clock when the image was cap-
tured.
[0086] If the multimedia digital data is a pre-recorded
video the timestamp will be the time within the video.
[0087] When using RTP as a communication protocol
the timestamps are placed in the header of each packet
of data which is to be transmitted.
[0088] Second apparatus 102 (receiving device) de-
codes the encoded multimedia digital data transmitted
over the network and received by this apparatus.
[0089] Thus, second apparatus 102, reproduces the
video images or frames of the multimedia steam on a
display device and reproduces the audio data of the mul-
timedia digital data steam using a loudspeaker.
[0090] Second apparatus 102 uses the timestamp in-
formation to play the multimedia data at the correct rate.
[0091] In certain circumstances, information may be
sent back from second apparatus 102 to first apparatus
101 to provide the latter with feedback information. Such
feedback information may relate to the quality of the video
stream transmission and/or the circumstances of its re-
production by second apparatus.
[0092] This knowledge makes it possible for first ap-
paratus 101 to react accordingly and, for instance, to im-
prove the quality of the video stream and/or the trans-
mission thereof.
[0093] It is to be noted that the first and second appa-
ratuses of figure 1 may be used in the context of a live
streaming application.
[0094] Under these circumstances, the time elapsed
between the capture of an image and the time of it re-
production within second apparatus 102 must be short.
[0095] By way of example, in a video conference ap-
plication this time has to be typically less than 150 milli-
seconds.
[0096] Figure 2 illustrates in greater detail a block di-
agram of a communication apparatus which may be used
in the system of figure 1.
[0097] First apparatus 101 and second apparatus 102
may have each the structure represented in figure 2.
[0098] In particular, the description of figure 2 will be
made, only by way of example, with reference to first
apparatus 101 constituting a transmitting device.
[0099] The apparatus illustrated in figure 2 comprises
a Central Processing Unit (CPU) denoted 201 which is
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able to execute instructions stored in program 203 on
powering up of the apparatus.
[0100] CPU 201 is also able to execute instructions
relating to a software application from main memory 202
subsequently to the powering up.
[0101] Main memory 202 is for example of the Random
Access Memory type (RAM) which behaves as a working
area of CPU 202. The memory capacity of main memory
202 can be expanded by an optional RAM that is con-
nected to an expansion port (not illustrated in the draw-
ing).
[0102] By way of example, instructions relating to the
software application may be loaded into main memory
202 either from the hard-disc (HD) 206 or program ROM
203.
[0103] When executed by CPU 201 such a software
application causes the steps of the flowcharts illustrated
in figures 5, 7, 9, 10 and 11 to be carried out by first
apparatus 101 and the flowcharts illustrated in figures 6
and 8 to be carried out by second apparatus 102.
[0104] The device illustrated in figure 2 also comprises
a network interface 204 which makes possible the con-
nection of this device to the communication network.
[0105] When the software application is executed by
the CPU 201 it is adapted to react to requests received
through the network interface and to provide data
streams and requests via this network interface to other
devices and apparatuses.
[0106] The figure 2 device further includes a user in-
terface 205, the aim of which is to display information to
a user and/or receive inputs from the latter.
[0107] Furthermore, the figure 2 device includes a local
actual time clock 207 which makes it possible for the
software executed in CPU 201 to read the time.
[0108] In the present description it is assumed that the
clocks located in different devices indicate actual time
with a small drift.
[0109] More particularly, the difference between two
instants read from a same clock corresponds to the actual
time difference with a small drift which does not exceed
10-4

.
[0110] Figure 3 schematically illustrates the structure
of encoded multimedia digital data represented under
the form of a compressed video sequence 300 which is
adapted to be sent by first apparatus 101 and received
by second apparatus 102.
[0111] The video sequence is coded in a compression
format using motion compensation. The compression
formats described below are formats according to the H.
264, MPEG-2 or MPEG-4 Part 2 standards.
[0112] Each video sequence 300 comprises a se-
quence of images or frames 301, 302, 303, 304, etc. The
display order of the images is the order represented in
figure 3, that is 301, 303, 304 and then 302.
[0113] Each image may be encoded without motion
compensation (called intra mode or I image, correspond-
ing for example to the image 301) or with motion com-
pensation (the corresponding coding mode is called inter

mode). An image may be encoded with motion compen-
sation either relative to past images (P image, this is the
case for example for the image 302) or relative to past
and future images (B image, this is the case for the image
303).
[0114] The bitstream defining the I image 301 contains
the whole information that is useful for decoding the im-
age within the second apparatus 102.
[0115] Conversely, a P image such as image 302 is
compressed on the basis of an earlier reference image,
which may be an I image or a P image. A P image is thus
compressed much more efficiently, and the bitstream de-
fining the P image is generally shorter than a bitstream
defining an I image.
[0116] It is to be noted that in order to decode a P
image, the P or I reference image must have been pre-
viously decoded.
[0117] A B image, for its part, is encoded using several
reference images which can be located in the past portion
or in the following portion of the video sequence. The B
image is therefore more efficiently compressed than the
I or P images.
[0118] However, this is necessary to encode (or de-
code) the reference images before encoding (or decod-
ing) the B image.
[0119] Thus, the P image 302 must be encoded (or
decoded) before that the B image 303 is encoded (or
decoded). The encoding order of the images is thus 301,
302, 303, 304, which does not correspond to the display
order. The images are transmitted over the network in
accordance with their encoding order.
[0120] It is to be noted that the reference frame of a B
frame may be a B frame itself. This is called a hierarchical
B frame. In such a case the decoding order may be even
more different from the display order than is the case
here.
[0121] Each image, as for example image 103, is di-
vided into slices 320, each slice grouping together a cer-
tain number of macroblocks 330 (MBo, ..., MBn) where
each macroblock MB encodes 16x16 pixels. The H.264
standard uses the term NALU ("Network Abstract Layer
Unit") instead of slice with a similar meaning.
[0122] Each slice can be decoded independently from
the other slices in the image. The slices can then be pack-
etized in one or several packets.
[0123] Depending on the streaming mode and the size
of slice, a slice can be inserted into one RTP packet pay-
load or several slices can put together to form a RTP
packet payload or a slice can be fragmented and distrib-
uted into several RTP packets.
[0124] In the case of the RTP packetization of H.264
video standard (IETF RFC 3984), several packetization
modes have been defined:

• Single unit (SU): one NALU is placed in one packet
• Fragmented Unit (FU): a NALU can be fragmented

into several packets. In FU-A mode, the packets are
created sequentially from the NALU in their decoding
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order. In FU-B mode, the NALUs may be interleaved
and a decoding order number (DON) is added to the
packets.

• Single Time Agregation Packet (STAP): several
NALUs with the same timestamp (i. e. belonging to
the same frame) can be inserted in one RTP packet.
In STAP-A mode, the NALUs are placed sequentially
in their decoding order. In STAP-B mode (inter-
leaved) the NALUs may be arranged in an order that
is different from the decoding order. A decoding or-
der number DON is added to the packet.

• Multiple Time Agregation Packet (MTAP): several
NALUs from several frames can be inserted in the
same RTP packet. This mode is always an inter-
leaved mode with a decoding order.

[0125] The timestamp of a RTP packet is computed
from the presentation time of the slices contained in the
packet and that is the playout time of the image or images
containing the slices. If the packet contains only one slice,
its timestamp corresponds to the presentation time of the
slice. If the packet contains several slices with different
presentation times (MTAP), the packet timestamp will be
the minimum of all the presentation times.
[0126] Since the encoding order of the images is not
the same as the display order, the timestamps of suc-
cessive packets are not ordered. For example, the pack-
ets of the P image 302 will be followed by the packets of
the B image 303 having a lower timestamp: the B image
303 is displayed before the P image 302. In MTAP mode,
the situation is more complex and there is no relationship
between the timestamps of successive packets.
[0127] In the case of an audio stream, the original audio
is decomposed in samples of a few milliseconds each
which are compressed. Several compressed samples
can then be grouped together in one RTP packet.
[0128] It is to be noted that interleaved packetizations
also exist in the case of transmission of an audio stream.
[0129] Figure 4 schematically represents the main
modules or functional units of first apparatus 101 (server)
and second apparatus 102 (client). These modules will
be described below to illustrate an embodiment of the
invention.
[0130] As illustrated in figure 4, multimedia digital data
(video and/or audio data) are received by a coding mod-
ule 410, also called codec, the aim of which is to encode
the received multimedia digital data.
[0131] The multimedia digital data are encoded by cod-
ing module 410 and the encoded multimedia digital data
thus generated are formed of encoding units which are
here called Abstract Decoding Units (referred to as
"ADU").
[0132] It is to be noted that if the multimedia digital data
correspond to video data, an ADU can be a slice such
as slice 320 in figure 3 (or a NALU).
[0133] If the multimedia digital data correspond to au-
dio data, an ADU can be a compressed sample.
[0134] First apparatus 101 also comprises a packetiz-

ing module 415, also called packetizer, to which the en-
coding units or ADUs are sent by coding module 410.
[0135] The role of the packetizer 415 is to distribute
the encoding units supplied by coding module into pack-
ets of data which are to be sent to second apparatus 102.
[0136] Figure 7 which will be described subsequently
illustrates different possible functions performed by pack-
etizer 415.
[0137] Packetizer 415 determines, e.g. by computa-
tion, receiving deadlines of the packets of data. The re-
ceiving deadline of a packet is the maximum local time
within second apparatus 102 for receiving a packet with
the guaranty that the packet will still be useful.
[0138] The receiving deadline will then be used by
module 425 to compute the sending deadlines of the
packets of data for sending these packets to second ap-
paratus 102.
[0139] The sending deadline of a packet corresponds
to the maximum local time within first apparatus 101 for
sending the packet to second apparatus 102 with the
guaranty that the packet will still be useful for the receiv-
ing apparatus.
[0140] Thus, if a packet is sent at the sending deadline
at the latest one can be ensured that this packet will be
timely processed and exploited by second apparatus
102.
[0141] The determination of receiving deadlines, and
therefore of sending deadlines, is made based on several
parameters which will be described later on.
[0142] It is to be noted that a packet of data may contain
an ADU, or an ADU fragment of even several ADUs.
[0143] Packetizer 415 stores information relating to
each ADU in a local memory.
[0144] For example, such stored information is the
packet number, ADU number in frame, DON (Decoding
Order Number), frame number complexity (in terms of
size and image type).
[0145] This information will be used by a module 470
which will be described below.
[0146] It is to be noted that the packets of data gener-
ated by packetizer 415 and their associated receiving
deadlines are stored in a buffer 420.
[0147] Apparatus 101 also comprises an error resil-
ience module 430 which may use the packets of data
stored in buffer 420 in order to create packets containing
error correction information.
[0148] These packets may be error correction packets,
e.g. Forward Error Correction packets, or retransmission
packets.
[0149] An error correction packet is created from sev-
eral data packets e.g. by computing a logical XOR func-
tion between all the packets of data.
[0150] The packet generated by module 430 is to be
sent to second apparatus 102.
[0151] Upon reception second apparatus 102 can then
correct a missing packet thanks to the received error cor-
rection packet.
[0152] It is to be noted that more advanced error cor-

11 12 



EP 2 337 257 A1

8

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

rection packets may also be used.
[0153] For example, error correction packets based on
Reed Solomon algorithms or LDPC algorithms may be
envisaged.
[0154] Module 430 further determines e.g. by compu-
tation, the receiving deadline of each error correction
packet that has been generated.
[0155] This module may also change the receiving
deadlines of the existing packets.
[0156] Further, apparatus 101 includes a packet
scheduler 425, the aim of which is to send each packet
over the network at the appropriate time.
[0157] The packet to be sent may be a data packet or
an error correction packet linked to one or several mul-
timedia packets.
[0158] Different possible functions performed by pack-
et scheduler 425 will be detailed later on with reference
to figure 5.
[0159] The appropriate or correct sending time of each
packet is determined on the basis of the network band-
width and its sending deadline.
[0160] The packet scheduler computes the sending
deadline of the packets using their receiving deadlines
and the network communication time.
[0161] Network bandwidth is determined by a conges-
tion control algorithm such as TFRC or AIMD.
[0162] Packet scheduler 425 takes the packets stored
in buffer 420 and then timely sends them through the
network to second apparatus 102 (client).
[0163] It is to be noted that the sending deadlines for
sending packets of data may be used in several ways by
the packet scheduler.
[0164] Thus, packet scheduler 425 may select the
packets to be sent in accordance with their sending dead-
lines.
[0165] For instance, the packet with the earliest send-
ing deadline should be sent first.
[0166] Also, a packet with an expired sending deadline
(this means that the current time is greater than this send-
ing deadline) should be put aside and not sent over the
network.
[0167] This is because such a packet will be processed
too lately to be useful for the second apparatus.
[0168] Under these circumstances, sending such a
packet with an expired deadline will consume network
bandwidth without providing any advantages.
[0169] It is also to be noted that the congestion control
algorithm which is used for determining the network
bandwidth may be modified in order to take into account
the sending deadlines of the packets.
[0170] Second apparatus 102 comprises a packet re-
ceiving module 435 also called packet receiver which
receives the packets transmitted by first apparatus 101
over communication network 100.
[0171] The packets as received are then stored in a
buffer 445.
[0172] The different functions performed by the packet
receiver will be described in more details with reference

to figure 6.
[0173] Apparatus 102 also comprises a unit 440, called
depacketizer, the aim of which is to read the packets from
buffer 445 and process them as will be described here-
inafter with reference to figure 8.
[0174] In a general manner, depacketizer 440 makes
it possible to obtain the encoding units, e.g. the ADUs,
from the compressed data stream received in the form
of data packets and provides a decoder 450 with the en-
coding units when the decoder needs them.
[0175] It is to be noted that the decoder is activated for
decoding a plurality of encoding units supplied by de-
packetizer 440 according to a decoding rate, at different
activation times.
[0176] It will be seen that the decoding rate used by
the decoder may vary or not.
[0177] Possible variations in the decoding rate may
occur depending on one or several characteristics of the
communication network and/or second apparatus 102.
[0178] Put it another way, the decoder is activated by
events.
[0179] Thus, in certain circumstances the activation of
the decoder may be triggered by a timer, the display of
data or the network.
[0180] It is to be noted that the activation time of the
decoder for decoding an encoding unit (ADU) may occur
on a regular basis, that is for example according to the
frame rate relative to the local clock, or on a non regular
basis.
[0181] Figure 10 which will be described later on pro-
vides a few examples in this respect.
[0182] Depacketizer 440 not only supplies the encod-
ing units to decoder 450 but also determines, e.g. by
computation, decoder timing information.
[0183] Such information is sent back to first apparatus
101 through a message 440a (figure 4).
[0184] Such decoder timing information relates to the
decoding of one or several encoding units.
[0185] This information may be transmitted to first ap-
paratus 101 using for example RTCP messages.
[0186] For example, one message may comprise an
identification of one or several encoding units and the
time, called decoding activation time, at which decoder
450 has decoded the encoding unit or the encoding units.
[0187] These feedback messages are received by first
apparatus 101 and, more particularly, by decoder timing
prediction module 470.
[0188] This timing module estimates the next activa-
tion times, i.e. the next decoding times.
[0189] Module 470 will be subsequently described with
reference to figure 10.
[0190] Packetizer 415 will then determine receiving
deadlines for packets of data on the basis of these esti-
mated values.
[0191] Packet receiver 435 also sends feedbacks
435a to first apparatus 101 using for example RTCP mes-
sages.
[0192] This message or these messages 435a are
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more particularly received by network analysis module
475 in first apparatus 101.
[0193] Network analysis module 475 proceeds with the
assessment of a possible transmission time between ap-
paratus 101 and 102 and a possible clock difference
(clock drift) between first apparatus 101 and second ap-
paratus 102.
[0194] The values which are thus assessed by module
475 are next provided to packet scheduler 425 and to
error correction module 430 for use.
[0195] The functions of network analysis module 475
will be more particularly described with reference to figure
9.
[0196] It is to be noted that network analysis module
475, also called network analyzer, is also useful for per-
forming a conventional network analysis.
[0197] Thus, network analyzer 475 may estimate RTT
(Round Trip Time) and the congestion control algorithm
in order to assess the current bandwidth available in the
network.
[0198] Such estimated values are also used by packet
scheduler 425 and error correction module 430.
[0199] Reverting to decoder 450, its function is to de-
code the encoding units sent by depacketizer 440 and
reconstruct the uncompressed multimedia digital data
stream.
[0200] The uncompressed data are stored in a buffer
450 after their decoding.
[0201] Second apparatus 102 also includes a display
unit 460 which will display the frames of a video sequence
whereas the audio data if any, will be played by a loud-
speaker not represented in the drawing.
[0202] In case there are no video data, audio data will
be played by the loudspeaker and no data will be dis-
played by display unit 460.
[0203] Whatever the type of data, they are taken from
buffer 450 when play-out is about to occur.
[0204] Figure 5 is a flowchart highlighting different
functions performed by packet scheduler 425 of figure 4.
[0205] In particular, figure 5 is an algorithm including
several steps to be carried out by packet scheduler 425
before transmitting packets of data.
[0206] As already explained, first apparatus 101 which
plays the role of a transmitting apparatus includes a trans-
mission buffer 420 where packets of data formed by pack-
etizer 415 (after packetisation of the encoded multimedia
digital data stream) are stored before being sent to sec-
ond apparatus 102.
[0207] When a packet has been created by packetizer
415 or error correction module 430, its receiving deadline
is determined and then written in the packet stored in
buffer 420.
[0208] As illustrated in figure 5, the first step 510 is a
step of selecting a packet from transmission buffer 420.
If no packets are available the packet scheduler will wait
for new packets to be created and stored in buffer 420.
[0209] This selection of the packet to send is per-
formed by packet scheduler 425 in accordance with the

receiving deadline of the packet.
[0210] Thus, the packet having the earliest receiving
deadline should normally be sent first.
[0211] The figure 5 algorithm includes a further step
515 where a test is performed.
[0212] During this step it is checked wither there is still
enough time for sending a packet of data to second ap-
paratus 102.
[0213] This check is based on the analysis of the send-
ing deadline of the selected packet of data.
[0214] When assessing the time left, if any, network
analyzer 475 is implemented for estimating the time of
transmission of packets over the network. The determi-
nation of a packet sending deadline is then based on this
estimated time.
[0215] If t’d is the receiving deadline of the packet and
∆t the current estimated network transmission time, the
sending deadline that is the maximal or latest time for
sending the packet is given by the formula ts = t’d - ∆t. It
is to be noted that the receiving deadline t’d is measured
by the local clock of the second apparatus 102 (client).
Also, the network transmission time is the sum of the
network OWD (One Way Delay) and the clock difference
between the first and the second apparatuses. Thus, the
sending deadline ts can be compared with the local time
of the first apparatus (server).
[0216] If there is not enough time (i.e. ts is lower than
the current time read on the local clock), the selected
data packet is dropped (step 520) in order to save net-
work bandwidth. The execution of the algorithm goes on
with a new data packet selected from the transmission
buffer at step 510.
[0217] If the sending deadline has not expired, step
515 is followed by step 530 during which the current time
read from the local clock 207 within first apparatus 101
(Fig. 2) is written in the packet. The aim here is to obtain
the sending time of the packet such as it is seen from the
local clock with a satisfactory precision.
[0218] In the case of a RTP packet, the timestamp in-
serted in a selected packet is not the same as the stand-
ard RTP timestamp.
[0219] This is because in the present case the current
actual time clock of first apparatus 101 is needed and
not the time of the multimedia data stream (e.g. video)
or the time of capture of the frame of multimedia stream.
[0220] In particular, when the packet relates to B im-
ages, the timestamp involved in step 430 is very different
from the standard RTP timestamp.
[0221] As has already been mentioned with reference
to figure 3, this is because the sending order of the packet
is not the same as the capture order.
[0222] Thus, this particular timestamp cannot be in-
serted in the standard RTP header.
[0223] A specific header extension has therefore to be
added to the RTP packet in order to insert this particular
timestamp information.
[0224] As will be seen below with reference to figure
6, this timestamp information will be used by second ap-
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paratus 102 in order to determine useful information for
time prediction or estimation.
[0225] Next, figure 5 algorithm includes a step 535 for
transmitting the selected data packet to second appara-
tus 102.
[0226] This selected packet is then received by second
apparatus 102 and taken into account by packet receiver
435.
[0227] The packet scheduler then computes a waiting
time before going back to step 510 to send another pack-
et. The time to wait is based on the network bandwidth
b computed by module 475 using a congestion control
algorithm and the mean packet size S: the scheduler
should therefore wait for time S/b before sending another
packet in order to respect the congestion control algo-
rithm.
[0228] Figure 6 is an algorithm describing different
functions performed by packet receiver 435 upon recep-
tion of packets.
[0229] Firstly, figure 6 algorithm includes a first step
605 during which module 435 reads the current time from
the local actual time clock 207 within second apparatus
102.
[0230] This local reading is made for obtaining the time
of reception, also called receiving time, of the packet.
[0231] This receiving time is therefore viewed from the
second apparatus local clock with a satisfactory preci-
sion.
[0232] The time of sending the packet, also called
sending time, and which has been measured by the local
clock of the sender (first apparatus 101) is read in the
packet header extension at step 610 ("read packet times-
tamp").
[0233] Such timing information (at least the receiving
time) is sent to first apparatus 101 during next step 615.
[0234] More particularly, this timing information is in-
tended for network analyzer 475 which will use it as will
be described below with reference to figure 9.
[0235] This sending may be made through a message
435a, e.g. a RTCP message.
[0236] The message may be sent immediately after
the execution of steps 605 and 610.
[0237] Alternatively, second apparatus 102 may post-
pone the sending in order to have several messages to
send as a whole.
[0238] Thus, packet receiver 435 may decide to group
the plurality of messages in a network packet, which
therefore requires less bandwidth.
[0239] It is to be noted that packet receiver 435 may
send the receiving time and the sending time or the dif-
ference therebetween in accordance with particular cri-
teria.
[0240] Furthermore, it may be decided to send to first
apparatus 101 only some of the two times for each packet
rather than systematically all the times for all packets.
[0241] Also, it may be decided to send only the time
difference for some packets and not all the times for all
packets.

[0242] For example, in certain circumstances it may
be sufficient to send only one time difference per RTT.
[0243] Thus, step 615 in figure 6 may therefore be ex-
ecuted only once for several packets which therefore
makes possible to save bandwidth.
[0244] Last step of figure 6 algorithm is a step of storing
620 the packet which has been dealt with at previous
steps 605, 610 and 615 in receiving buffer 445.

Figure 7 which will now be described illustrates dif-
ferent functions performed by packetizer module 415
within first apparatus 101.
Figure 7 more particularly represents an algorithm
executed by packetizer module 415.

[0245] This algorithm comprises a first step 710 during
which the packetizer receives the encoded multimedia
digital data from the encoder (codec) 410.
[0246] As already mentioned the multimedia digital da-
ta has been encoded and formed of encoding units or
fragments which can be decoded independently.
[0247] These encoding units may be slices when re-
ferring to MPEG4 part 2, video NALUs when referring to
H.264 video or encoded samples in the case of a com-
pressed audio format.
[0248] In the present embodiment, an encoding unit is
for example an ADU (Abstract Decoding Unit).
[0249] Figure 7 algorithm makes provision for receiv-
ing each encoding unit (ADU) separately and it is as-
sumed that each ADU has been allocated a unique
number.
[0250] The form of this number depends on the multi-
media format used as well as the packetization mode.
[0251] For example, if the multimedia format is H.264
with advance packetization (interleaved: FU-B, STAP-B,
MTAP), the Decoding Order Number (referred to as
DON) of each NALU may be used as the ADU number.
[0252] If a more single packetization without DON
(none-interleaved: FU-A, STAP-A) is used, the packet
sequence number and the number of the NALU in the
packet (for STAP-A) may be used as the ADU number.
[0253] Figure 7 algorithm includes a further step 712
in the course of which the receiving deadline of the ADU
received at step 710 is determined, e.g. by computation.
[0254] This step will be further described with refer-
ence to figure 10.
[0255] The receiving deadline corresponds to the max-
imal or latest time for receiving the ADU in the second
apparatus 102 so that this ADU can be timely processed
to be useful for this apparatus.
[0256] The value of this receiving deadline is meas-
ured in accordance with the time reference of the local
clock within second apparatus 102 and therefore cannot
be directly compared to the local time within first appa-
ratus 101.
[0257] Figure 7 algorithm includes a further step 715
where a test is made as to check whether a sufficient
amount of data is available for creating a packet.
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[0258] This test is useful since, depending on the pack-
etization mode the packetizer may require several ADUs
in order to form a packet.
[0259] For example, if H.264 format is used with MTAP
(Multi Time Aggregation Packet) packetization, packetiz-
er 415 will compare the size of all the encoding units
(NALUs) which have not been yet packetized with the
maximum size of a packet in the network.
[0260] In case the size of all the encoding units not yet
packetized is lower than the size of a packet in the net-
work, packetizer 415 will await the next encoding unit
(ADU) to be processed.
[0261] Practically, this waiting period is implemented
by returning to step 710 already described.
[0262] Conversely, if the size is sufficient with respect
to the size of a packet on the network, step 715 is followed
by step 720.
[0263] During this step a test is carried out in order to
determine whether several encoding units (ADUs)
should be put in the same packet.
[0264] If only one encoding unit is used to form a pack-
et, step 720 is followed by step 730 during which a packet
is created.
[0265] More particularly, if the size of the encoding unit
is inferior to the size of the packet, only one packet will
be created from one encoding unit (mode Single NALU
in H.264 standard).
[0266] If the size of the encoding unit is greater than
the size of the packet, the encoding unit is fragmented
between several packets (mode Fragmented Unit in H.
264 standard).
[0267] Step 730 is followed by step 740 in the course
of which the encoding unit (ADU) receiving deadline is
assigned to each packet that has been created.
[0268] The packet thus created is next stored with its
receiving deadline in packet buffer 420 during step 745.
[0269] Reverting to test step 720, if several encoding
units (ADUs) have to be inserted within the same packet,
step 750 is executed.
[0270] In the course of this step, packetizer 415 gen-
erates a packet containing several encoding units
(ADUs).
[0271] By way of example, packetizer 415 may use the
MTAP mode of H.264 video format.
[0272] During next step 760, a selection of the minimal
or earliest deadline of all the encoding units (ADUs) which
have been used to generate the packet is made.
[0273] This lowest deadline becomes the receiving
deadline of the packet thus generated.
[0274] It is to be noted that the packet which has been
thus generated has to be received before the occurrence
of the lowest deadline of all the encoding units forming
the packet.
[0275] The packet thus generated is next stored in buff-
er 420 at step 745.
[0276] As has just been described above, the encoding
units provided by module 410 are distributed into packets
of data either by inserting one encoding unit in one packet

or several encoding units in one packet.
[0277] Receiving deadline of each packet thus gener-
ated is then allocated to this packet.

Figure 8 which illustrates different functions per-
formed by depacketizer 440 of second apparatus
102 will now be described.
Figure 8 is more particularly represented under the
form of an algorithm which includes several steps
executed by depacketizer 440.

[0278] The first step 810 is a step of receiving a request
from decoder 450.
[0279] This is a step of activation of the depacketizer.
[0280] Following this receiving step, next step 815
makes provision for reading the current time with the local
clock 207.
[0281] The current time thus read corresponds to the
time at which the decoder is ready for reading the follow-
ing encoding unit (ADU).
[0282] This time is also called activation time. In the
course of the next step 820, depacketizer 440 reads the
packets stored within memory 445 in order to form the
following encoding unit (ADU) in accordance with the de-
coding order.
[0283] It is to be noted that, depending on the packeti-
zation mode, it may be necessary to read several packets
or access to a portion of a packet prior to forming the
following encoding unit.
[0284] Given the decoding order and packetization
mode which may be complex, the order which has to be
followed for accessing an ADU is not necessarily the
same as the order in which the ADUs have been received.
[0285] The figure 8 algorithm includes a further step
830 during which the ADU number and the activation
time read at step 815 are sent back to first apparatus 101
and, more particularly, to module 470.
[0286] This information may be sent through a mes-
sage 440a which is for example a RTCP message.
[0287] Alternatively, this message may be delayed in
order to group several messages together in a single
network packet.
[0288] This provides the advantage of reducing the
consumption of bandwidth.
[0289] It is to be noted that second apparatus 102 may
wish not to send a feedback for each encoding unit
(ADU).
[0290] By way of example, in case the decoder 450
simultaneously reads several encoding units (ADUs) be-
cause it needs to get access to all the encoding units of
a frame simultaneously, depacketizer 440 may decide to
send only one feedback for the whole frame.
[0291] Last step 835 of figure 8 algorithm makes pro-
vision for supplying the thus formed encoding unit (de-
packetized ADU) to decoder 450.

Figure 9 illustrates different functions performed by
network analyzer 475 of first apparatus 101 and, in
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particular, the estimation of the transmission time of
data over the network.
Figure 9 is represented under the form of an algo-
rithm comprising several steps which will now be de-
scribed.

[0292] The first step 910 is a step of receiving at least
one message from second apparatus 102.
[0293] The at least one message comprises data pack-
et timing information relating to timing information asso-
ciated with one or several packets of data received by
second apparatus 102.
[0294] More particularly, the at least one message pro-
vides first apparatus 101 with an estimation of the time
of transmission between apparatuses 101 and 102 over
the network.
[0295] For instance, the message contains the send-
ing time and the receiving time of a recent transmitted
packet denoted n.
[0296] Alternatively, the message may contain only the
difference between these two times.
[0297] In view of the following description, t’ represents
the local time measured within second apparatus 102
and t represents the local time measured within first ap-
paratus 101. Thus, there may be a variable difference Ct
between the values measured by the two clocks: t’ = t + Ct.
[0298] The message contains time t’Rn which is the
receiving time of packet n measured by the second ap-
paratus 102 and time tsn which is the sending time of the
packet n measured in the first apparatus 101.
[0299] In the course of next step 915, the difference
between the receiving time and the sending time is de-
termined, e.g. computed (∆n = t’Rn - tsn). This value rep-
resents the sum of the One Way Delay (OWDn) of the
packet n and the difference in time between the times
measured respectively by the local clocks of the sender
and the receiver Cn.
[0300] The evolution of the timing or, in another way,
the possible variations in the transmission time over the
network may be estimated at step 920.
[0301] The evolution of the difference between the lo-
cal clocks of the sender and the receiver can be approx-
imated by a linear function with a small drift d: t’2 - t’1 =
(1+d) (t2-t1).
[0302] The drift d is a small value which typically is in
the order of 10-4 and thus can be neglected in the present
case compared to the OWD evolution during a short pe-
riod of time.
[0303] The OWD changes with the state of congestion
in the network. Generally speaking, this time evolves
smoothly in accordance with the buffer filling level of the
routers in the network. If this value was previously de-
creasing (or increasing) it may therefore be assumed that
it is still decreasing (or increasing).
[0304] In a first approximation, future evolution may be
estimated using a linear model. The current network de-
lay is thus estimated to be given by the following expres-
sion ∆t= (t - tn) (∆n - ∆n-1) (tn - tn-1) + ∆n

[0305] In a further embodiment, this model could be
improved so as to take into account maximal measured
values of network delays.
[0306] It should be noted that the value called "network
delay" and which is estimated here is the sum of the clock
difference between server and client clocks and network
transmission time.
[0307] Taking into account an estimation of the time
of transmission of packets of data over the network and
its possible variations is used at step 515 of figure 5 al-
gorithm. This enables as precise as possible determina-
tion of the sending deadline expiration time.
[0308] Figure 10 will be now described in order to point
out possible different functions performed by decoder
timing prediction module 470 within first apparatus 101.
[0309] Mainly, this module estimates the next activa-
tion times of the decoder which represents the different
and successive times at which successive encoding units
(ADUs) will be processed by the decoder.
[0310] The occurrence of the successive activation
times of the decoder is made in accordance with what is
called the decoding rate of the decoder.
[0311] The activation time which is predicted or esti-
mated by module 470 is an indication of the maximal or
latest time (receiving deadline) at which an encoding unit
(ADU) can still be received by second apparatus 102 for
being exploitable by it.
[0312] It is to be noted that the activation time of the
decoder is determined, e.g. by computation, with respect
to the reference time of the second apparatus local clock
(client).
[0313] Figure 10 is more particularly represented as
an algorithm including several steps.
[0314] In a first step 1010, module 470 receives at least
one message 440a from the second apparatus.
[0315] Such at least one message comprises decoder
timing information in connection with the decoding of one
or several encoding units.
[0316] This information is received from depacketizer
440 of second apparatus 102 as a feedback message.
[0317] This message has already been described with
reference to figure 8 at step 830.
[0318] More particularly, the feedback message re-
ceived by module 470 contains an identification of one
or several encoding units and the time, called decoding
activation time (also called decoding time for short), at
which the decoder has decoded the encoding unit or en-
coding units.
[0319] Thus, the message contains for one encoding
unit (ADU) the ADU number i and the decoding time of
this ADU, namely t,di.
[0320] This encoding unit identifier (ADU number)
makes it possible to retrieve the information associated
to this encoding unit and which has been stored within
first apparatus 101, that is the frame number and the
encoding unit complexity.
[0321] In the course of the following step 1015, module
470 proceeds with an assessment of the decoding units
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which are used by decoder 450.
[0322] Put it another way, the decoding mode used by
the decoder is assessed during step 1015.
[0323] For example, a video decoder is able to decode
the encoded data, ADU by ADU, but, very often, in prac-
tice the whole data frame is read and decoded.
[0324] In the ADU mode, each ADU may have a dif-
ferent deadline while in the frame mode all the ADUs of
a frame have the same deadline.
[0325] The frame mode is detected if all the ADUs be-
longing to the same frame are read at the same time or
if second apparatus 102 sends only one feedback per
frame.
[0326] In the ADU mode the decoding length of the
previous ADU denoted i-1 is computed according to the
following expression Li-1 = t’di - t’di-1.
[0327] In the frame mode, the decoding length of the
frame is computed based on an ADU denoted j taken
from the previous frame and by computing the following
difference t’di - t’dj.
[0328] Figure 10 algorithm also includes a step 1020
during which a test is carried out in order to determine
whether a timing discontinuity is taking place.
[0329] For example, in case of a video conference, a
timing discontinuity may take place between dialog scene
and monolog scene.
[0330] In the monolog scene the acceptable latency is
much higher than in the dialog scene and the client (sec-
ond apparatus 102) will therefore change its decoder ac-
tivation time in order to take into account this scene
change.
[0331] The sending of a Sender Report by the first ap-
paratus (Server) is another example of a timing discon-
tinuity.
[0332] In particular, the Sender Report is a RTCP mes-
sage which is used to resynchronize the clock of the client
(second apparatus 102) with the clock of the server (first
apparatus 101) by providing an absolute reference time
(called NTP time) associated to a local time within the
server.
[0333] This kind of message may cause a fast change
in the timing of the client.
[0334] If the server knows that such a timing disconti-
nuity will occur, which is made possible by analyzing the
scene content or by receiving a message from the client
or by being informed that a Sender Report has been sent,
next step 1025 will be executed.
[0335] In the course of this step, the new value of the
decoding delay D associated with the new scene or the
estimated resynchronization is selected.
[0336] This therefore makes possible to select the new
timing of the decoder in accordance with the timing dis-
continuity detected at step 1020.
[0337] The decoding time of a future ADU referenced
i+k is then given by the following formula t’di+k = t’di + D
+ k Li-1.
[0338] If no timing discontinuity has been detected at
step 1020, next step 1030 is carried out.

[0339] During this step the decoding time of previous
ADUs or frames (depending on the decoding mode) is
compared to the complexity of these ADUs.
[0340] This is because the complexity of an encoding
unit has an impact on the calculation time.
[0341] The complexity of an encoding unit can be the
encoding mode used for encoding it (I, P or B) or the size
of the frame.
[0342] If the decoding time is correlated with the com-
plexity of the encoding unit (ADU), next step 1035 makes
provision for determining the different decoding times as-
sociated with the different complexities.
[0343] Thus, the decoding time of a future or next en-
coding unit (ADU) is determined from the sum of the com-
plexities of the intermediate encoding units between the
last decoded encoding unit and the future or next encod-
ing unit.
[0344] The decoding time may be expressed accord-
ing to the following formula: 

[0345] It is to be noted that the term Cj denotes the
complexity of an encoding unit.
[0346] If no correlation has been established between
the decoding time and the encoding unit complexity, step
1030 is followed by step 1040 where the decoding time
is compared with the network transmission time.
[0347] This situation corresponds to the case where
the decoder is activated by the time of reception of a
packet and not by a timer. Alternatively, it may corre-
spond to the case where the second apparatus (client)
adapts its timer to the time of transmission between the
two apparatuses.
[0348] With such a system there are no late packets
since the decoder will wait for the arrival of a packet be-
fore decoding it.
[0349] However, if a packet arrives too lately, this will
have a visual impact on the displayed video.
[0350] In order to avoid the occurrence of such a situ-
ation, the frame rate has to be used as a decoding rate
in the decoder to decode the encoding units.
[0351] In this case, step 1040 is followed by step 1045
in the course of which the frame rate f is used for deter-
mining the maximum decoding time (latest decoding time
of the future or next encoding units (ADUs) or frames).
[0352] Thus, the decoding time of a future frame ref-
erenced i+k (or of an ADU in a frame i+k) is given by the
following expression: 

[0353] If the test carried out at step 1040 is negative,
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next step 1050 is carried out. During step 1050 the pos-
sible variations in the duration of the decoding (in partic-
ular the decoding length of several encoding units) are
taken into account.
[0354] In particular, this step makes it possible to de-
termine whether previous variations of decoding length
Lj have been smooth or not.
[0355] By way of example, if the decoder timer is re-
lated to an audio video synchronization, the synchroni-
zation module may introduce smooth timer variations.
[0356] In case the variations have been detected as
smooth, next step 1055 is performed.
[0357] In the course of step 1055 the current decoding
time or interval (last decoding time or interval) for pre-
dicting future values is given by the following formula: 

[0358] If the test performed at step 1050 is negative,
which means that the decoding length or decoding time
has varied to a significant extent, the smallest value of
decoding time or interval is used for predicting future de-
coding times or intervals (step 1060).
[0359] These future decoding times or intervals are
given by the following formula: 

[0360] Thus, figure 10 algorithm provides a method for
determining the future or next decoding time of a new
encoding unit (ADU) in very different cases.
[0361] This shows that possible decoding rate varia-
tions are taken into account at the first apparatus.
[0362] The selected future or next decoding time is
then used by packetizer 415 during step 712 which has
been already described (Figure 7).
[0363] Thus, the determination of a sending deadline
is not only based on an estimated transmission time of
data over the network but also on estimated possible
decoding rate variations.
[0364] Figure 11 which will be now described illus-
trates different functions performed by the error correc-
tion module 430 of figure 4.
[0365] Generally speaking, the error correction mod-
ule inplements an error resilience process which may be
an error correction process or a retransmission process
depending on the case.
[0366] A deadline associated with each process is also
determined by module 430.
[0367] The execution of the algorithm represented in
figure 11 is triggered by the reception of a newly created
packet P generated by packetizer 415.
[0368] The first step 1105 of the algorithm is a test step
during which the sending deadline associated with the
newly created packet P is estimated.

[0369] In particular, for the estimation purpose the
sending (?) deadline of the packet referred to as ts is
computed from the encoding unit (ADU) receiving dead-
line obtained at step 712 in figure 7 and from the current
transmission time obtained at step 920 in figure 9.
[0370] The sending deadline of the packet P is given
by the following expression: 

[0371] The sending deadline thus determined is then
compared with the round trip time (RTT), which is com-
puted in a conventional way by network analysis module
475, added to the current time t (provided by the server
clock).
[0372] If the sending deadline is greater than the sum
of the RTT and current time t, this means that sufficient
time is available for sending the packet, receiving a client
negative acknowledgement and sending back to the cli-
ent the retransmitted packet.
[0373] In such a case, the retransmission process is
therefore selected and step 1105 is followed by step
1130.
[0374] During this step a new receiving deadline for
the packet P is determined by decreasing the previous
receiving deadline in an appropriate manner.
[0375] Thus, this new receiving deadline of packet is
for example obtained by subtracting the RTT to the pre-
vious receiving deadline.
[0376] The new receiving deadline is stored in the buff-
er 420 with the packet P.
[0377] In case the retransmission packet (RTX) has
been created, this packet will be allocated the initial or
previous receiving deadline of the previous packet P be-
fore being stored in the buffer 420.
[0378] The above assumes that the first or original
packet P be sent sufficiently ahead of time in order to
leave enough time for the client to request a retransmis-
sion and for the retransmitted packet to be timely re-
ceived.
[0379] Reverting to step 1105, if there is not sufficient
time to send the packet again, an error correction process
is selected.
[0380] Next step 1110 is therefore carried out which
corresponds to the selection of the FEC mode.
[0381] In the course of step 1110, module 430 deter-
mines the multimedia digital data packets which will be
used to create the error correction packet or packets.
[0382] In case of a FEC packet, the error correction
rate is used to determine the number of packets to protect
and the number of FEC packets to create.
[0383] During next step 1115, the FEC packets are
created using a known algorithm.
[0384] For example, a logical XOR function is per-
formed between all the selected packets.
[0385] It is to be noted that a limited number of FEC
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packets are created during this step.
[0386] Next step 1120 makes provision for computing
the minimum value of all the receiving deadlines of all
the selected packets.
[0387] Step 1120 is followed by step 1125 in the course
of which all the receiving deadlines of the selected mul-
timedia data packets and the error correction packets are
set to a single receiving deadline.
[0388] This single receiving deadline corresponds to
the lowest of the receiving deadlines obtained at step
1120.
[0389] This is because all the other data packets as
well as the error correction packet or packets must have
been received in order to correct a missing packet.
[0390] Thus, the receiving deadline of all the packets
which are used to correct any multimedia data packet
should be at most equal to the receiving deadline of the
corrected packet.
[0391] It is to be noted that the correction packets are
sent with multimedia data packets linked or associated
therewith prior to any occurrence of a possible missing
packet.
[0392] However, the advantage of such a method is
that the correction packet will be timely used by second
apparatus 102 for correcting the missing packet without
any need for requesting a retransmission.
[0393] This is particularly advantageous when there is
no time left for proceeding with such a retransmission
process.

Claims

1. A method of sending encoded multimedia digital data
from a first apparatus (101) to a second apparatus
(102) over a communication network (100), the mul-
timedia digital data being encoded and formed of
encoding units which are distributed into packets of
data before being sent, the second apparatus includ-
ing a decoder (450) that is activated for decoding a
plurality of encoding units according to a decoding
rate, the method including the steps of:

- estimating future possible variations in the de-
coding rate of the decoder when decoding a plu-
rality of encoding units;
- estimating the time of transmission of packets
of data over the network;
- determining sending deadlines for sending
packets of data on the basis of said estimated
possible decoding rate variations and said esti-
mated transmission time;
- sending packets of data over the network tak-
ing into account the determined sending dead-
lines.

2. The method according to claim 1, characterized in
that the step of determining the deadlines also takes

into account the possible variations in the transmis-
sion time of the packets of data over the network.

3. The method according to claim 1 or 2, characterized
in that the step of estimating future possible decod-
ing rate variations depends on at least one charac-
teristic of the communication network and/or the sec-
ond apparatus.

4. The method according to claim 3, characterized in
that the at least one characteristic is selected from
the following characteristics: drift in a clock of the
second apparatus with respect to a clock of the first
apparatus, resynchronization process within the
second apparatus, comparison between the dura-
tion of the decoding of the previous encoding units
and their complexity possible variations in the dura-
tion of the decoding of the previous encoding units,
decoding of several encoding units belonging to the
same frame with the same decoding rate or with dif-
ferent decoding rates.

5. The method according to any one of claims 1 to 4,
characterized in that it includes a step of receiving
(1010) at least one message from the second appa-
ratus, said at least one message comprising decoder
timing information relating to the decoding of at least
one encoding unit.

6. The method according to any one of claims 1 to 5,
characterized in that it includes a step of receiving
(910) at least one message from the second appa-
ratus, said at least one message comprising data
packet timing information relating to timing informa-
tion associated with at least one received data pack-
et.

7. The method according to claim 6, characterized in
that data packet timing information comprises timing
information relating to the sending time of the at least
one data packet measured with a clock in the first
apparatus and the receiving time of the at least one
data packet measured with a clock in the second
apparatus.

8. The method according to any one of claims 1 to 7,
characterized in that it includes a step of selecting
an error correction process taking into account the
sending deadline determined for at least one multi-
media data packet.

9. The method according to claim 8, characterized in
that the error correction process is selected from a
retransmission process and a forward error correc-
tion process.

10. The method according to claim 9, characterized in
that in case an error correction process is selected,
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the method includes a step of creating at least one
error correction packet (FEC or retransmission) that
is linked with the at least one multimedia data packet.

11. The method according to claim 10, characterized
in that it includes a step of allocating a single receiv-
ing deadline both to the at least one error correction
packet (FEC) thus created and to the at least one
multimedia data packet linked therewith.

12. The method according to claim 11, characterized
in that in case an error correction packet (FEC) is
linked with a plurality of multimedia data packets, the
single allocated receiving deadline is at most equal
to the lowest of the receiving deadlines determined
for said plurality of multimedia data packets.

13. The method according to claim 10, characterized
in that in case a retransmission process is selected
the receiving deadline of the unique associated mul-
timedia data packet is decreased and the receiving
deadline of the retransmission data packet is equal
to the initial receiving deadline of the associated mul-
timedia data packet.

14. Apparatus (101) for sending encoded multimedia
digital data to a device (102) over a communication
network, the multimedia digital data being encoded
and formed of encoding units which are distributed
into packets of data before being sent, the device
including a decoder (450) that is activated for decod-
ing a plurality of encoding units according to a de-
coding rate, said apparatus including:

- means (470) for estimating future possible var-
iations in the decoding rate of the decoder when
decoding a plurality of encoding units;
- means (475) for estimating the time of trans-
mission of packets of data over the network;
- means (425) for determining sending dead-
lines for sending packets of data on the basis of
said estimated possible rate variations and said
estimated transmission time;
- means for sending packets of data over the
network taking into account the determined
sending deadlines.

15. Information storage means which can be read by a
computer or a microprocessor containing code in-
structions of a computer program for executing the
steps of the method according to any one of claims
1 to 13.
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