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(54) Method and system for scrambling and descrambling a digital image

(57) Method for scrambling an original digital image
(10) into a scrambled image (20) and for descrambling
the scrambled image (20) into a reconstructed image
(30), the method comprising:
a scrambling operation comprising the steps of:
- receiving the original image (10) having a coding format,
this image being divided into successive blocks (11) and
being stored in said coding format as a set of syntax
elements (12, 13),
- substituting a plurality of syntax elements (12) by re-
placement syntax elements (12’) of the same nature so
as to keep the coding format,
- storing the value of the substituted syntax elements (12)
with their respective positions within the image (10) as
original data (15), into at least two control objects (CO1,
CO2), each control object corresponding to a specific
degradation level of the original image (10);
a descrambling operation comprising the steps of:
- receiving the scrambled image (20) and said control
objects (CO1, CO2),
- selecting at least one of the control objects (CO1, CO2)
based on a user access condition (25),
- using said original data (15), stored in the selected con-
trol object/objects (CO1, CO2), for obtaining the recon-
structed image (30) by retrieving the respective original
values of each substituted syntax element (12’, 12’’) iden-
tified by its position.
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Description

[0001] The present invention relates to the field of the
protection of digital images, i.e. of images under elec-
tronic format, which can be processed, broadcasted or
stored, for instance individually or within a video stream.
In this context, this invention refers to a method for scram-
bling an original digital image into a scrambled image
and for descrambling the scrambled image into a recon-
structed image, taking into account that the reconstructed
image can be different from the original image. The in-
vention also relates to a scrambling system and a de-
scrambling system for performing respectively the
scrambling and descrambling operations. Images proc-
essed by the present invention refer to raster graphics
images (or bitmap images) of any formats (e.g. GIF,
JPEG, TIFF, etc...). In particular, these images are im-
ages compressed by any known process which reduces
the required memory space in view of their storage while
keeping the possibility to recover the original image, ow-
ing to a reverse process. The compression may be lossy
or lossless and the choice of the image compression/
decompression process does not depend from the inven-
tion.

BACKGROUND

[0002] Against malicious purposes and for many other
reasons, there is a need to secure the access to elec-
tronically stored images or photos (i.e. the information
conveyed in images / photos) in particular when their
physical storages are exposed to hackers or any other
malicious person. This happens for example when a stor-
ing electronic server is hacked and when the physical
storage of images is susceptible to be disclosed or when
an image is not protected against copying processes.
Each of these situations can cause problems either to
the initial owner of the image or to its hoster.
[0003] For instance, when pictures are posted on in-
ternet sites, blogs or social networks (e.g. Facebook,
Twitter, etc...), according to the policy of the web hoster
or the web space provider, the rights on this picture (i.e.
copyrights attached to the picture) are generally auto-
matically lost and transferred to the hoster, while the le-
gitimate owner may prefer to keep a full control on its
own asset.
[0004] A known technique aiming to prevent or deter
unauthorized copying of digital images and thereby pre-
serve the copyrights of these images is the digital water-
marking process. Watermarking is the process of em-
bedding information into a digital signal which may be
used to verify its authenticity or the identity of its owners,
similarly as paper bearing a watermark for visible identi-
fication. If the signal is copied, then information relating
to the watermark is also carried in the copy. There are
generally two classes of digital watermarks: the visible
watermarks and the invisible watermarks. However,
none of these classes is appropriate for the purpose of

the present inventions given that watermarking seeks to
add information (either visible or invisible) to the digital
image but this process does not seek to scramble this
image.
[0005] Therefore, there is a need to provide another
technical solution for controlling access to such digital
pictures/ images.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0006] In order to solve the above-mentioned prob-
lems, the present invention aims to suggest a new meth-
od for scrambling/descrambling digital images in view to
increase their protection, for instance depending on their
usage. The invention allows getting variable scrambling
effects by defining several levels of luring, each providing
a specific visual degradation accordingly.
[0007] This aim is reached by a method for scrambling
an original digital image into a scrambled image and for
descrambling the scrambled image into a reconstructed
image. To this end, this method comprises a scrambling
operation and a descrambling operation as below:

The scrambling operation comprises the following
steps:

- receiving the original image having a coding for-
mat, as received said image being composed of
syntax elements SEs, each syntax element hav-
ing a precise role into the bitstream structure
and being identified by a position within the orig-
inal image; in the non limitative case where the
coding format is JPEG compression, such syn-
tax elements can be DC coefficient and AC co-
efficients or elements of a quantization matrix;

- substituting a plurality of syntax elements by lur-
ing syntax elements of the same nature so as
to keep the coding format,

- storing the values of the substituted syntax ele-
ments with their respective positions within the
image as original data into at least two control
objects COs, each control object corresponding
to a specific degradation level of the original im-
age;

[0008] The descrambling operation of the method
comprises the steps of:

- receiving the scrambled image and the control ob-
jects COs,

- selecting at least one of the control objects based
on a user access condition,

- using the original data, stored in the selected control
object/objects, for obtaining the reconstructed image
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by retrieving the respective original values of each
substituted syntax element identified by its position.

[0009] The user access condition defines the rights of
the user for descrambling the scrambled image into a
reconstructed image. Depending on the user access con-
dition, the reconstructed image can be a partially de-
scrambled image or a fully descrambled image (i.e. iden-
tical to the original image). According to the present in-
vention, the reconstructed image can be scalable into a
plurality of different quality levels so that this image can
still be more or less scrambled. Therefore, the recon-
struction of this image can be advantageously made in
an adaptive and progressive manner. To this end, the
present invention allows defining the quality of the recon-
structed image by means of the user access condition,
in particular owing to information or parameters con-
tained in the access condition of that user. Thus the de-
scrambling operation of the method is performed selec-
tively according to access criteria. In other words it is
performed on demand, according to the profile of the user
wanting to handle this image in view to see it, to copy it,
to send it or in view of any other purpose. Such a method
is useful for advertising / teasing application to stimulate
/ promote the curiosity for a final consumption.
[0010] The present invention also refers to a system
for scrambling an original image into a scrambled image.
To this end, it comprises a scrambler for scrambling an
original image into a scrambled image by substituting a
plurality of syntax elements by replacement syntax ele-
ments of the same nature, and forming at least two control
objects; each control object corresponding to a different
degradation level of the original image and comprising
the substituted syntax elements with their respective po-
sitions within the image as original data; each control
object being subject to different access conditions.
[0011] To perform image reconstruction, the present
invention also refers to a system for descrambling a
scrambled image into a reconstructed image. The scram-
bled image is associated with at least two control objects,
each corresponding to a different reconstruction level of
the scrambled image. Each control object comprises
original data formed by substituted syntax elements and
their respective positions. These control objects are then
used to retrieve original values of the substituted syntax
elements, for instance by replacing luring coefficients
and/or compensated coefficients (that have been put in-
stead of original coefficients) by the respective original
values of each substituted coefficients. This descram-
bling system also comprises a selection unit to select at
least one of the control objects according to a user access
condition and a replacement unit to replace the replace-
ment coefficients in the scrambled image by the substi-
tuted coefficients (i.e. the original coefficients) extracted
from the selected control object.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0012] The present invention will be better understood
thanks to the attached figures in which:

Figure 1 schematically shows the transformation of
an original image into a scrambled image according
to the present invention;

Figure 2 schematically shows the transformation of
the scrambled image of Fig. 1 into a reconstructed
image according to the present invention;

Figure 3 shows, as example, four different levels of
descrambling of the reconstructed image depending
on user access conditions;

Figure 4 shows the scrambling operation according
to one embodiment of the method of the present in-
vention;

Figure 5 shows the descrambling operation that is
made after the scrambling operation of Fig. 4 to get
a reconstructed image;

Figure 6 is an illustration of a first hierarchical organ-
ization of the control objects showing the importance
of their impact on the degradation of the image;

Figure 7 is an illustration of a second hierarchical
organization of the control objects showing the im-
portance of their impact on the degradation of the
image;

Figure 8 shows the contents of three control objects
comprising additional original data coming from a
calculation of compensated coefficients;

Figure 9 is a schematic illustration showing a portion
of an original block of coefficients and the corre-
sponding portion of the same block including a com-
pensated coefficient;

Figure 10 is a schematic representation of a de-
scrambling system according to the present inven-
tion.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0013] Reference will now be made in detail to the pre-
ferred embodiments of the invention, examples of which
are illustrated in the accompanying drawings. While the
invention will be described in conjunction with the pre-
ferred embodiments, it will be understood that they are
not intended to limit the invention to these embodiments.
On the contrary, the invention is intended to cover alter-
natives, modifications and equivalents, which may be in-
cluded within the spirit and scope of the invention as de-
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fined by the appended claims. Furthermore, in the fol-
lowing detailed description of the present invention, nu-
merous specific details are set forth in order to provide
a thorough understanding of the present invention. How-
ever, it will be obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art
that the present invention may be practiced without these
specific details. In other instances, well known methods,
procedures, components, and circuits have not been de-
scribed in detail as not to unnecessarily obscure aspects
of the present invention.
[0014] Referring to Fig. 1, it schematically illustrates
the transformation of an original image 10 into a scram-
bled image 20. The original image 10 is a compressed
image having a coding format that is recognized by com-
mon players able to process such a digital image. As
schematically shown in this figure, the original image 10
is divided into successive blocks 11, each corresponding
to a sub-image of the original image. The divided image
is stored in a memory (of the system for scrambling the
original image) in this coding format as a set of syntax
elements. According to the preferred embodiment of the
invention, these syntax elements are DC coefficients and
AC coefficients. Each block 11 was a matrix of 8x8 pixels
which has been converted during the compression proc-
ess into blocks of coefficients by means of a transforma-
tion function. Such a function can be for instance a dis-
crete cosine transform (DCT). This kind of transformation
is typically used by JPEG and MPEG standards and is
therefore well known by the person skilled in the art. Each
block of 64 coefficients can be then further quantized with
the help of a quantization matrix of size 8x8. Although
the following description refers to blocks of coefficients,
in particular to DC and AC coefficients taken as preferred
components, it should be understood that other coeffi-
cients or parameters, such as the elements of the quan-
tization matrix, could be also taken into consideration in-
stead of said coefficients DC, AC.
[0015] As shown in Fig. 1, the original image is trans-
formed into a scrambled image 20. This image 20 is de-
fined as scrambling image given that it comprises a plu-
rality of blocks 21 which have been scrambled. According
to the invention, the scrambled image 20 is a scalable
image comprising several levels of degradation shown
in this Figure by the different grey levels of the scrambled
blocks 21. Further explanations will be given with refer-
ence of Fig. 4 about the scrambling operation.
[0016] Figure 2 shows the transformation of the scram-
bled image 20 of Fig. 1 into a reconstructed image 30
according to the descrambling operation of the method
suggested by the present invention. As shown in this fig-
ure, the reconstructed image 30 can be different from the
original image 10 given that the reconstructed image can
still comprises some scrambled block 21. Depending on
an access condition assigned to a user wanting to de-
scramble the scrambled image 20, the reconstructed im-
age 30 can be still partially scrambled (i.e. several scram-
bled blocks remain intact) or can be fully reconstructed
so as to be identical as the original image 10.

[0017] Figure 3 shows, as example, four different de-
scrambling levels of the reconstructed image, each level
representing a different user access condition. These lev-
els of degradation are schematically represented by
blocks of different grey levels. By comparing the scram-
bled image 20 of Fig. 1 or Fig. 2, the reconstructed image
30a remains scrambled since no block 21 has been de-
scrambled in the reconstructed image. This case may
typically correspond to a denied access to get a recon-
structed image for a certain user. The reconstructed im-
age 30b corresponds to a poor access given that this
image remains rather scrambled. The image 30c is rather
a good reconstructed image corresponding to a better
quality given that the remaining degradation level is quite
low. It corresponds to a user access condition of a better
level. The last reconstructed image 30d is a fully recon-
structed image corresponding to the original image 10
since all the scrambled blocks 21 have disappeared. As
illustrated in Fig. 3, one of the aims of the present inven-
tion is to provide a method wherein the reconstructed
image can be provided with different degradation levels.
[0018] Referring to Fig. 4, the scrambling operation is
now explained in more detail in the case of JPEG encod-
ing format according to a preferred embodiment of the
method of the present invention. Overall, the scrambling
operation aims to substitute original data by other data
which are denoted luring data or fake data. Each block
11 of the original image is made of a matrix of DC and
AC coefficients, in particular one DC coefficient 12 and
a plurality of AC coefficients 13. The DC coefficient (Di-
rect Coefficient) is the first coefficient of the block on the
top left of the matrix, i.e. at the position (0,0) marked by
a small black spot in Fig. 4. The DC coefficients 12 of all
blocks 11 are encoded in the differential manner accord-
ing to the JPEG standard. Therefore, the blocks 11 are
dependent on each other. This dependency can affect
the whole image, or groups of successive blocks sepa-
rated by a special syntax element in the encoded image,
namely a Restart Marker. Restart Markers act as sepa-
rator, the very first DC coefficient following a Restart
Marker being encoded independently, the successive
DC ones being again encoded differently until the occur-
rence of the next Restart Marker, or the end of image.
[0019] The DC coefficient 12 represents an average
intensity of its block and therefore refers to an average
of the quantity of the matrix of the coefficients. The AC
coefficients are the remaining elements of the matrix.
From the top left to the bottom right, the AC coefficients
represent respectively the low to high frequency factors
in the 2-dimensional space.
[0020] According to one embodiment of the present
invention, several blocks of original image 10 (marked
as P1... P7, P12, P17, P23, P27 and P32 in Fig. 4) will
be scrambled.
[0021] Yet according to another embodiment, the im-
age 10 represents a rectangular portion or zone of a com-
plete image, and contains a plurality of blocks spread
over several rows of blocks. A zone is not limited to rec-
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tangular form and can have an arbitrary shape, defined
by a selection of a different number of blocks on succes-
sive rows in the image. In this case, each zone is repre-
sented by the smallest numbers of blocks that cover the
entire surface delimited by the zone. A selection of sev-
eral zones inside the same image is also possible.
[0022] According to a preferred embodiment of the in-
vention, the structure of the original image 10 and original
DC coefficients 12 extracted from the aforementioned
blocks are shown in Fig. 4. The original DC coefficients
12 in the targeted blocks located at positions P2, P12,
P17, P23, P27 and P32 are replaced with luring coeffi-
cients 12’. The value of the luring coefficient 12’ can be
generated, for example, according to a random process.
The values of original DC coefficients 12 and the loca-
tions of their blocks (i.e. positions P2, P12,... within the
image 10) are saved in the original data 15 in a form of
2-tuple data. For instance, the 2-tuple data (DC0, P2) in
Fig.4 refers to the original value of the DC coefficient of
the block 11 located at position P2. All the 2-tuple data
of the original data 15 are arranged into a plurality of
control objects CO1, CO2, CO3, which are independently
incorporated into the descrambling process later on to
reconstruct the image with different level of degradation.
Each time a block of coefficients is lured by at least one
luring coefficient 12’, original data 15, namely the original
coefficient 12 which has been substituted by the luring
coefficient 12’, must be stored (i.e. saved) in view of a
reverse process aiming to recover at least a partially de-
scrambled image.
[0023] According to the present method, the first step
of the scrambling operation is to receive the original im-
age 10 structured according to a predefined coding for-
mat so as to be readable by common players. Preferably,
this coding format refers to a differential coding so that
a current DC coefficient of a certain block can be deter-
mined e.g. by subtracting the value of the non-encoded
previous DC coefficient to the value of non-encoded cur-
rent DC coefficient.
[0024] Then, the second step refers to the substitution
of a plurality of DC coefficients 12 by luring coefficients
12’ of the same nature so as to maintain this coding for-
mat. It means that, on the one hand, there is no intention
to mix the blocks (or the pixels) within the image but the
scrambling effect is obtained by altering certain blocks
11 (in particular by substituting original DC coefficients
with luring coefficients 12’ to get lured coefficients) while
retaining their position within the image, and on the other
hand that luring coefficients are conform to the syntax of
the image format (syntax of the used codec) so as to be
readable by common players. The substituted DC coef-
ficients 12 (i.e. lured DC coefficients) are identified by
positions P2, P12, P17, P23, P27 and P32 in the example
of Fig. 4.
[0025] As shown in the middle of Fig. 4 referring to the
third step of scrambling operation, each of these substi-
tuted DC coefficients 12 (i.e. the values of these coeffi-
cients), together with their respective position within the

image, is stored as original data 15 into at least two con-
trol object CO1, CO2. In the example of Fig. 4, three
control objects CO1, CO2, CO3 are used for storing the
original data 15, each 2-tuple data formed by the original
value of the DC coefficient 12 and its position P. Accord-
ing to the embodiment disclosed in this figure, the first
control object CO1 comprises all of the original data 15,
namely the six original DC coefficients 12 (also denoted
DCo) and their position P. The second control object CO2
only comprises a subset of original data 15 of the first
control object CO1, namely the values DCo of the original
DC coefficients 12 located at positions P2, P17, P27,
P32. The last control object CO3 also comprises a subset
of the original data 15 present in one of the previous
control objects CO1, CO2, in particular original DC coef-
ficients 12 of positions P2 and P27.
[0026] Each control objects CO1, CO2, CO3 corre-
sponds to a degradation level of the original image 10
since the first control object CO1 comprises all the re-
quired original data 15 to recover the original image,
whereas each of the other control objects CO2, CO3 only
comprises a specific part of all the original data. The deg-
radation level of the third control object CO3 is therefore
higher than the degradation levels of the two other control
objects CO1 and CO2.
[0027] According to another embodiment of the inven-
tion in which the syntax elements SEs of blocks 11 are
made of quantizers instead of DC/AC coefficients, the
substitution is applied to the quantizers in the quantifica-
tion table. Because the quantification table is a global
parameter of the JPEG format, modifying its quantizers
affects all blocks of the compressed image. Therefore
the 2-tuple data in the original data 15 no longer contain
the position of the affected block. Instead, they consist
of the original quantizer and its index-location in the quan-
tization table. For instance, a possible original data 15
can be (Q1, I), which refers to an original value Q of a
quantizer at the location I (I ∈ [0...63]) of the quantization
table. A control object CON containing only the quantizer
at the lower location I (scaler of low frequency coeffi-
cients) produces more degradation than those having
the quantizer at higher location I (corresponding to high
frequency coefficients).
[0028] The descrambling operation made, as a pseu-
do-reverse operation, after the above scrambling oper-
ation is schematically shown in Figure 5. The first step
of the descrambling operation is to receive the scrambled
image 20 on the one hand, and the control objects CO1,
CO2, CO3 on the other hand, either by the same channel
or by two different channels (data streams). All the control
objects are used as input for the descrambling operation.
The second step refers to select at least one of these
control objects on the basis of a user access condition
25. The user access condition can be regarded as a pa-
rameter that is specific for a certain user. It defines the
remaining degradation level of the reconstructed image,
i.e. the quality of the descrambled image after the de-
scrambling operation. The user access condition can be
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provided to the descrambling operation as a specific input
each time the user wants to access to a scrambled image.
Alternatively, the user access condition can be stored in
a memory of the device which performs the descrambling
operation. Preferably, the user access condition has to
be renewed periodically. According to another embodi-
ment, the user access condition can be included within
an entitlement control message that must be received
periodically by the device processing the descrambling
operation.
[0029] As shown as example in Fig. 5, the user access
condition 25 refers to the control object CO2, namely to
original data 15 corresponding to positions P12, P17, P23
and P32 of the image 10, 20. According to the embodi-
ment illustrated in this figure, the control object CO2
(comprising the original data 15) allows to restore original
DC coefficients 12 located at these four positions. Con-
sequently, the luring coefficients 12’ located at positions
P2 and P27 cannot be removed given that original data
of these two coefficients are not comprised in the control
object CO2, but in the control object CO3 which is not
designated by the user access condition 25. As a result,
the reconstructed image 30 still comprises two lured
blocks of coefficients, as shown in Fig. 5. Therefore, the
descrambling image 30 is not the same quality as the
original image 10.
[0030] As better shown in Fig. 6, control objects CO1,
CO2, CO3 are organized in a hierarchical manner where,
according to a first embodiment, the control object CO1
comprises the entire original data 15 for reconstructing
the image and corresponds therefore to the lowest level
of degradation, more particularly to perfect/complete re-
construction (image 30d of Fig. 3). The control objects
CO2 and CO3 correspond to higher level of degradation
since they are formed by a subset of the original data 15
present in a control object (CO1) corresponding to a lower
level of degradation. The level of degradation corre-
sponding to control objects CO2 and CO3 is illustrated
in Fig. 3 by the images 30c and 30b, respectively.
 [0031] Alternatively, Fig. 7 shows another embodi-
ment of a hierarchical organization of the control objects
where each control object CO1, CO2, CO3 comprises
non- overlapped original data 15. According to this em-
bodiment, data comprised in any control object are
unique and are not included in other control objects, and
the selection of one of the control objects (according to
the user access condition 25) automatically includes the
selection of all the control objects corresponding to a
higher level of degradation. This means, according to the
illustration of Fig. 7, that the selection of the control object
denoted CO1 automatically includes the selection of all
dependent control objects, namely CO2 and CO3. Thus,
the designation of the control object CO1 implies the se-
lection of the original DC coefficients 12 located at posi-
tions P2, P27, P17, P32, P12, P23, allowing to get the
best reconstructed image 30d as shown in the example
of Fig. 3. Similarly, the selection of the control object CO2
automatically includes the selection of the control object

corresponding to a higher level of degradation, namely
the selection of the dependent control object CO3. There-
fore, the selection of control object CO2 implies the se-
lection of original DC coefficients 12 located at positions
P17, P32, P12, P23, allowing to get a reconstruction im-
age 30c provided with a low degradation level as shown
in Fig. 3. Given that only three control objects are pro-
vided in this example, therefore the selection of the con-
trol object CO3 only implies the selection of the original
DC coefficients included within this third control object,
namely those located at position P12 and P23. The de-
scrambled image corresponds to the reconstructed im-
age 30b of Fig. 3. The last image 30a of Fig. 3 corre-
sponds to the scrambled image 20 since, in this case, no
control object would be allowed to the user, for instance
due to a denied access. In this case, the user access
condition 25 can be empty or it can comprise a default
value corresponding to a denied access.
[0032] According to a preferred embodiment, the deg-
radation level of the reconstructed image corresponds to
the number of blocks, which DC and / or AC coefficients
are recovered to their original values thanks to the original
data 15.
[0033] According to another embodiment, the degra-
dation level of the reconstructed image is inversely pro-
portional to the level of image-details (carried by the
transformed coefficient at high frequency), which are cor-
rectly inverse-quantized. The more quantizers at the
higher frequency are recovered, the lower degradation
the reconstructed image suffers from.
[0034] According to another embodiment, each control
object can be secured against reading by means of an
additional encryption step using a key 16, during the
scrambling operation. Consequently, the descrambling
operation also comprises an additional step for decrypt-
ing each encrypted control object by means of this key
16. In one embodiment, this key is unique for each control
object and is identified by a key identifier K (e.g. K1, K2,
K3) which corresponds to the unique identifier ID of the
control object (e.g. CO1, CO2, CO3 respectively) en-
crypted with this key 16, as shown for instance in Fig. 7.
[0035] In another embodiment, particularly applicable
to the hierarchic organization of the control objects shown
in Fig. 7, the keys 16 identified by K1, K2, K3 are also
organized in a hierarchic manner according to the level
of degradation relating to the control objects, so that the
access to one of these keys gives access to the keys
corresponding to a control object of higher level of deg-
radation. As example with reference to Fig. 7, the access
to the Key identified by K1 gives access to the dependent
keys identified by K2 and K3 which are required for de-
crypting the control objects CO2 and CO3 respectively.
Similarly, the access to the key identified by K2 gives
access to the dependent key identified by K3, but does
not provide access to the key identified by K1 for decrypt-
ing the control object CO1 which provides a lower level
of degradation.
[0036] In a further embodiment, the key 16 of a certain
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level of degradation is obtained by a hash function of the
key related to the lower level of degradation.
[0037] In another embodiment, the encryption and de-
cryption steps of the scrambling and descrambling oper-
ations can be performed with a key 16 according to a
symmetric encryption scheme, or with a paired key 16
according to an asymmetric encryption scheme involving
one public key and one private key.
 [0038] Reference is now made to Fig. 8, which shows
the same control objects CO1, CO2, CO3 as above, but
with additional original data coming from a calculation of
compensated coefficients. Because the DC coefficients
of the successive blocks are encoded differentially, the
substitution of the value of an original DC coefficient by
another value (i.e. by a luring DC coefficient 12’) causes
automatically modifications of the values of the following
DC coefficients due to their dependency (correlation) ,
until the end of the image or the next Restart Marker. In
particular, the substitution of one DC coefficient 12 influ-
ences all downstream DC coefficients, namely the DC
coefficients which follow the substituted DC coefficient
within the image. This downstream drift effect is specific
to the DC coefficients because it depends on their method
of calculation which, in this case (due to the differential
coding) , makes each DC coefficient dependent on the
first previous DC coefficient only. By taking into consid-
eration other kinds of syntax elements or parameters
(such as AC coefficients or quantification coefficients/
parameters) , this drift effect no longer exists because
these coefficients/ parameters are different and in par-
ticular are not based on differential coding.
[0039] In order to limit the spread of the image degra-
dation caused by this drift effect (cascading effect), es-
pecially when the luring effect is applied to a portion of
the image and not its entirety, the method of the present
invention suggests that the scrambling operation further
comprises, for each block where the drift effect has to be
stopped, a step of calculating a compensated coefficient
12" (Fig. 9) for a so-called compensated block 22 which
is one of the following downstream blocks. In the case
of zone consisting a plurality of blocks, the calculation of
the compensated coefficient 12" must be performed for
the blocks immediately following the last blocks in each
rows of the zone.
[0040] As shown in Fig. 8, each control object CO1,
CO2, CO3 comprises compensated data by comparison
to control objects of Fig. 7. Taking the first control object
CO1 of Fig. 8 as a first example, original data (DCo) lo-
cated at positions P2 and P27 have been each provided
with compensated data (compensated coefficients),
namely the original DC coefficients 12 located at posi-
tions P3 and P28; these positions being respectively lo-
cated after the DC coefficients P2 and P27. Similarly, the
control object CO2 of Fig. 8 comprises original DC coef-
ficients located at positions P18 and P33 due to calcula-
tion of compensated coefficients 12" replacing the origi-
nal DC coefficients at these positions. The same applies
for the third control object CO3.

[0041] Once the calculation of a compensated coeffi-
cient has been made, the scrambling operation of the
method also comprises steps aiming to substitute the
original DC coefficient 12 of the compensated block 22
by the compensated coefficient 12", and to store this orig-
inal DC coefficient 12, together with its position, as ad-
ditional original data 15 into a control object.
[0042] According to one embodiment, the compensat-
ed coefficient 12" is calculated on the basis of the differ-
ence between the corresponding luring coefficient 12’
and the corresponding substituted DC coefficient 12. In
particular, this difference is subtracted to the original DC
coefficient 12 which has been substituted by the com-
pensated coefficient 12".
[0043] Referring now mainly to Fig. 9, this figure shows
on the one hand a portion of an original block 11 of co-
efficients, and on the other hand the corresponding por-
tion of the same block including a compensated coeffi-
cient 12" in accordance to variable length coding. The
variable length coding (VLC) is a statistical coding tech-
nique that assigns code words to the values to be encod-
ed. Short code words are assigned to the values of high
occurrence (i.e. to the values which appear frequently in
the image), and long code words to those of poor occur-
rence. On average, short code words are more frequent,
so that the encoded string is advantageously shorter than
the original data 15. In order to recover the values on the
basis of the code words according to a reverse process,
a conversion table is established for providing the appro-
priate initial value that corresponds to each code word.
Such a table is usually known by the person skilled in the
art under the name of Huffman table.
[0044] According to an embodiment of the present in-
vention, the DC coefficients are coded according to a
Variable Length Coding and the substitution step (within
the scrambling operation) selects the length of the luring
coefficient 12’ as the same as the length of the substituted
coefficient 12.
[0045] The VLC coding is defined as being of variable
length to keep the coding format so that blocks are still
fully readable by common players (e.g. to be compliant
with the JPEG norm). Regarding to the calculation of
compensated coefficients 12", a first option is to provide
a compensated coefficient 12" (also noted DCc) having
the same length (i.e. the same bits length) as the original
DC coefficient 12 (also noted DCo). By substituting the
original DC coefficient DCo by a compensated coefficient
DCc there is no incidence in the following AC coefficients
in case where the compensated coefficient DCc is the
same length as the original DC coefficient DCo.
[0046] However, in case where the length of the com-
pensated coefficient DCc is different (i.e. either shorter
or longer) than the original DC coefficients DCo, this bits
length difference impacts on the structure of the block by
causing a shifting of the AC coefficients. To obviate this
shifting, Fig. 9 shows another option focused on VLC
coding. In this figure, the first coefficient of the original
block 11 is an original DC coefficient 12 (DCo) which is
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followed by a plurality of original AC coefficients 13 (noted
AC1o, AC2o, etc...) . To avoid any shifting in the bit-
stream, the original AC coefficient AC1o located next to
the DC coefficient DCo is substituted by a fake AC coef-
ficient 13’ (also noted AC1f) . This fake AC coefficient 13’
is chosen so that the sum of the length of the original DC
coefficient DCo and the original AC coefficient AC1o is
the same as the sum of the length of the compensated
coefficient DCc and the fake AC coefficient AC1f taking
into account that the fake AC coefficient AC1f is compat-
ible with the coding format of the image. By this means
the drift effect resulting from the luring DC coefficient 12’
is stopped by the compensated coefficient 12". The fake
AC coefficient 13’ used to compensate the shift will add
some visual effect which will be limited to their block only,
preventing any additional drift effect. Thus, the compen-
sated block 22 may still appear lured, but the next block
will be decoded correctly.
[0047] If the data available through the first AC coeffi-
cient AC1o is not enough to fully compensate the drift,
then some or all of the AC coefficients from the block can
be used to generate the appropriate compensation.
[0048] For implementing this way of doing into the
method of the present invention, the following features
have to be considered. The DC coefficients are coded
according to a Variable Length Coding. In case that the
length of the compensated coefficient 12" is different
than the length of the original DC coefficient 12 in a com-
pensated block 22, the method comprises the steps of:

- extracting at least one AC coefficient 13 following
the DC coefficient 12 to be compensate,

- determining at least one fake AC coefficient 13’ so
that the sum of the length of the original DC coeffi-
cient 12 and the original AC coefficient(s) 13 is the
same as the sum of the length of the compensated
DC coefficient 12" and the fake AC coefficient(s) 13’,
while taking into account that the fake AC coefficient
(s) 13’ is (are) compatible with the coding format of
the image.

[0049] If the quantity of bits available through the first
AC coefficient is not sufficient, then some or all the fol-
lowing AC coefficients can be used to generate the com-
pensated DC coefficient and the fake AC coefficient(s)
13’.
[0050] Although Fig. 9 refers to a compensated block
22, the same could be applied to scrambled block 21
comprising luring coefficient 12’ (instead of compensated
coefficient 12"), in case where the length of the luring
coefficient 12’ would be different (i.e. either shorter or
longer) than the original DC coefficients 12 (DCo).
[0051] According to more general considerations of the
invention, each of the blocks of coefficients of the image
10 can be identified by a unique identifier. This identifier
can be used for identifying the original coefficient of each
block. Preferably, each original coefficient is identified by

means of its position within the image, e.g. by means of
the pair of original data 15 which comprises the value of
the original coefficient together with its position in the
image. Preferably, the determination of the coefficients
that have to be substituted by luring coefficients is made
randomly among all the coefficients of the original image.
[0052] The area, within the image, where luring coef-
ficients are generated can be limited to a portion of the
digital image or can be extended to the entire image.
According to an embodiment, each control object is de-
fined by an integer value which does not exceed the total
number of control objects. The number of original data
15 is preferably equal in each control object of embodi-
ments shown in Fig. 7 and 8. According to another em-
bodiment shown in Fig. 6, the number of original data
comprised in each control object is preferably distributed
proportionally (for instance, g of data in CO3, 2/3 of data
in CO2 and the entire of data in CO1). Preferably, the
user access condition comprises the unique identifier ID
of one control object to determine the control object(s)
allowed for this user in view of the descrambling opera-
tion. Alternately, the user access condition may comprise
a value that determines the number of control objects
allowed for said user. Moreover, the number of blocks
11, 21 comprised in a digital image or the number of AC
coefficients 13 per block, as shown in the attached fig-
ures, is not a restrictive choice but results from an arbi-
trary choice. Similarly, the number of lured coefficients
is in no way limited to the number shown in the figures.
[0053] The present invention also refers to a system
for scrambling an original image into a scrambled image.
Such a system comprises a scrambler for scrambling an
original image 10 in a scrambled image 20. The scram-
bling operation is obtained by substituting a plurality of
syntax elements (e.g. AC and DC coefficients, or ele-
ments of a quantization matrix) by luring syntax elements
(i.e. replacement syntax elements) of the same nature.
At least two control objects CO1, CO2 comprise the sub-
stituted syntax elements with their respective positions
within the image as original data 15. Each control object
corresponds to a different degradation level of the original
image 10 and is subject to a specific access condition
25. Depending on the method implemented in this sys-
tem, each luring syntax elements can be also followed
by a compensated syntax element which replaces an
original syntax element whose value and position are al-
so stored as additional original data 15 in one of the con-
trol objects CO1, CO2.
[0054] In order to proceed with a pseudo-reverse op-
eration, the present invention also refers to a system 40
for descrambling a scrambled digital image 20 into a re-
constructed image 30. This system 40 is schematically
shown in Fig. 10. The scrambled image 20 comprises a
plurality of blocks 21 which has been scrambled by sub-
stitution of their original coefficient 12 (taken in the
present description of the system 40 as an example of a
syntax element) by a luring coefficient, as shown in Fig.
2. The scrambled image 20 is associated with at least
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two control objects CO1, CO2, each corresponding to a
specific reconstruction level of the scrambled image 20.
Each control object comprises original data 15 formed
by substituted coefficients 12, 13 and their respective
positions P for replacing replacement coefficients (such
as a luring coefficient 12’ or a compensated coefficient
12" for an original coefficient 12, or a fake coefficient 13’
for an original AC coefficient 13) of the scrambled image
20.
[0055] To this end, the system 40 comprises an input
interface 41 for receiving at least the scrambled image
20 as first input and control objects as second input. The
system comprises a selection unit 42 to select at least
one of the control objects CO1, CO2, CO3 according to
a user access condition 25 and a replacement unit 43 to
replace the replacement coefficients (luring coefficients
12’, compensated coefficients 12", or fake coefficients
13’) of the scrambled image 20 by the substituted coef-
ficients (original DC or AC coefficients) extracted from
the selected control object. The reconstructed image 30
can be finally delivered out of this system through an
output interface 41’ as shown in Fig. 10.
[0056] According to one embodiment, the system 40
further comprises an identification unit 44 to identify a
user wanting to access to the scrambled image 20, and
an access condition unit 45 for determining the user ac-
cess conditions 25. The user access condition 25 can be
imported into the system 40 as third input through the
input interface 41. As shown in Fig. 10, a central process-
ing unit 46 can be used to manage all the components
of the system 40 and to ensure the processing of de-
scrambling operation of the method disclosed in the
present invention.
[0057] Optionally, this system may further comprise a
decryption unit 47 for decrypting control objects CO1,
CO2, CO3 with an appropriate key 16 in case where
these control objects have been previously encrypted.
To this end, the system can also comprise a security
module 48 for storing the appropriate key 16 within a
secured environment or for receiving this key as another
input under an encrypted message and for processing
this message to extract the required key 16.
[0058] Although three control object CO1, CO2, CO3
have been used in the examples of the present detailed
description, it should be understood that the present in-
vention is not limited to three control objects. From a gen-
eral point of view, at least two control objects are defined.

Claims

1. Method for scrambling an original digital image (10)
into a scrambled image (20) and for descrambling
the scrambled image (20) into a reconstructed image
(30), the method comprising a scrambling operation
and a descrambling operation,
the scrambling operation comprising the steps of:

- receiving the original image (10) having a cod-
ing format, said image being divided into suc-
cessive blocks (11) and being stored in said cod-
ing format as a set of syntax elements (12, 13),
- substituting a plurality of said syntax elements
(12, 13) by luring syntax elements (12’, 13’) of
the same nature so as to keep the coding format,
- storing the values of the substituted syntax el-
ements (12) with their respective positions with-
in the image (10) as original data (15), into at
least two control objects (CO1, CO2), each con-
trol object corresponding to a specific degrada-
tion level of the original image (10);

the descrambling operation comprising the steps of:

- receiving the scrambled image (20) and said
control objects (CO1, CO2),
- selecting at least one of the control objects
(CO1, CO2) based on a user access condition
(25),
- using said original data (15), stored in the se-
lected control object/objects (CO1, CO2), for ob-
taining the reconstructed image (30) by retriev-
ing the respective original values of each sub-
stituted syntax element (12, 13) identified by its
position.

2. Method according to claim 1, wherein original data
(15) present in the control object (CO2) correspond-
ing to the higher level of degradation is formed by a
subset of the original data (15) present in a control
object (CO1) corresponding to a lower level of deg-
radation.

3. Method according to claim 1, wherein each control
object (CO1, CO2) comprises different original data
(15), the selection of the control object (CO1, CO2)
according to the user access condition (25) further
comprises the selection of the control object/objects
(CO1, CO2) corresponding to a higher level of deg-
radation.

4. Method of any of claims 1 to 3, wherein each control
object (CO1, CO2) is encrypted during the scram-
bling operation with a key (16) and wherein the de-
scrambling operation comprises an additional step
for decrypting said control object (CO1, CO2).

5. Method of claim 4, wherein said key (16) is unique
for each control object (CO1, CO2) and is identified
by a key identifier (K1, K2) which corresponds to the
unique identifier ID of the control object (CO1, CO2)
encrypted with this key (16).

6. Method of claim 5, wherein the keys (16) are organ-
ized in a hierarchical manner according to the level
of degradation, so that the access to one of said keys
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(16) gives access to the keys (16) corresponding to
a control object (CO1, CO2) of higher level of deg-
radation.

7. Method of claim 6, wherein the key (16) of a level of
degradation is obtained by a hash function of the key
(16) related to the lower level of degradation.

8. Method of any of claims 1 to 7, wherein said coding
format is JPEG compression format and said syntax
element (12, 12’, 13) are DC coefficients and/or AC
coefficients or elements of a quantization table.

9. Method of any of claim 8, wherein the scrambling
operation further comprises the steps of:

- calculating a compensated coefficient (12") for
a compensated block (22) that follows each
block where a DC coefficient (12) has been sub-
stituted in order to avoid any drift effect on DC
coefficients (12) of the following blocks due to
their dependence,
- substituting the original DC coefficient (12) of
the compensated block (22), by said compen-
sated coefficient (12"),
- storing the original DC coefficient (12) of the
compensated block (22), together with its posi-
tion, as additional original data (15) into one of
said control objects (CO1, CO2).

10. Method of claim 9, wherein said compensated coef-
ficient (12") is calculated on the basis of the differ-
ence between the luring coefficient (12’) and the cor-
responding substituted DC coefficient (12).

11. Method of claims 9 or 10, wherein the DC coefficients
(12) are coded according to a Variable Length Cod-
ing, the substitute step selects the length of the luring
coefficient (12’) as the same as the length of the sub-
stituted coefficient (12).

12. Method of any of claim 9 or 10, wherein the DC co-
efficients (12) are coded according to a Variable
Length Coding, in case that the length of the com-
pensated coefficient (12") is different than the length
of the original coefficient (12) in a compensated block
(22), the method comprises the steps of:

- extracting at least one AC coefficient (13) fol-
lowing the DC coefficient (12) to be compensate,
- determining at least a fake AC coefficient (13’)
so that the sum of the length of the original DC
coefficient (12) and the original AC coefficient
(13) is the same as the sum of the length of the
compensated coefficient (12") and the fake AC
coefficient (13’) taking into account that the fake
AC coefficient (13’) is compatible with the coding
format of the image (10, 20, 30).

13. System for scrambling an original image (10) into a
scrambled image (20), comprising:

- a scrambler for scrambling an original image
(10) into a scrambled image (20) by substituting
a plurality of syntax elements (12, 13) by re-
placement syntax elements (12’, 13’) of the
same nature, and forming at least two control
objects (CO1, CO2), each control object (CO1,
CO2) corresponding to a different degradation
level of the original image (10) and comprising
the substituted syntax elements (12, 13) with
their respective positions within the image (10)
as original data (15), each control object (CO1,
CO2) being subject to different access condi-
tions (25).

14. System (40) for descrambling a scrambled image
(20) into a reconstructed image (30), said scrambled
image (20) is associated with at least two control
objects (CO1, CO2) corresponding to a different re-
construction level of the scrambled image (20), each
comprising original data (15) formed by substituted
syntax elements (12, 13) and their respective posi-
tions allowing to replace replacement syntax ele-
ments (12’, 13’) of the scrambled image (20), said
system comprising a selection unit (42) to select at
least one of the control objects (CO1, CO2) accord-
ing to a user access condition (25) and a replacement
unit (43) to replace the replacement syntax elements
(12’) in the scrambled image (20) by the substituted
syntax elements (12, 13) extracted from the selected
control object (CO1, CO2).

15. System (40) for descrambling a scrambled image
(20) of claim 14, further comprising:

- an identification unit (44) to identify a user ac-
cessing the scrambled image (20) and,
- an access condition unit (45) to determine the
user access conditions (25) of said identified us-
er.
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