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Abstract

3GPP turns 20! SA2 has had a starring role.
Discussion
From where we stand now, it is difficult to imagine our world without mobile telecommunication. We take for granted the ability to access the internet, make calls and send and receive messages immediately, wherever we are, unless we are in the middle of nowhere, or where there’s no coverage. 

Thirty years ago, communications away from home or the office meant locating a phone booth to make a call or a post office where one could send a telegram. And even during the time of standardizing GSM using email included finding a phone socket for the dial-in modems. This all changed dramatically with the introduction of internet service. Suddenly, the world-wide web, email and access to information and media exploded. Even more fundamental, the internet changed business transactions, research, public relations and every organization’s structure and practices. This all happened in the mid-1990s, the time when 2G mobile telecommunications became widely into use.

Though mobile telecommunication did not begin with 3GPP, it became global, pervasive, it became commodity.  Let’s look back 20 years, when the 3rd generation partnership project began, and beyond. There were many telecommunications systems internationally. To name a few:

· D-AMPS, PCS, CDMA in north America

· PDC, PHS in Japan

· GSM in Europe and already elsewhere, developed at ETSI from 1992 by the ‘Special mobile group’  or SMG.

Work on GSM began in the late 1980s and was carried out by the CEPT (European Conference of Postal and Telecommunications Administrations) building on experience with digital fixed networks. In 1992, the work transferred to ETSI. As standardization activity for GSM organized in the period from 92 onwards, many if not most of the procedures and specification structures we use today were developed. The TR and the TS, CRs, the different sequences of standards (everything below the 20 series!) and much of the way of working we use so successfully today.

Phase 2 GSM was complete in 1992 also. GSM900 (as it was called) began commercial operations throughout Europe.

It is amazing, from a SA2 perspective, how many essential elements of our architecture were already present at that time. PLMNs, network selection procedures , handover, roaming, SIM based credentials matching subscription records in a central, operator controlled registry, integration with international telephony both technically and in terms of regulations, mobility with service continuity (for voice calls and data service), idle and active mode service with the possibility to efficiently page to initiate mobile terminated services. These and many other essential components of our architecture were already in place. 

Already in 1996 it was clear that a future ‘3rd generation’ was coming, so work concentrated both on preparing the way for that (including early discussions of UMTS) and preparing the groundwork for mobile broadband data services already in 2.5G, or Phase 2+ GSM with the General Packet Radio Service. It was clear that the GSM and UMTS system would differ, but that adoption of new features needed to be done in a way ensuring compatibility and with a focus on the entire system. SMG12 specified GPRS, the core network architecture, QoS, mobility management support, etc.; this work became the basis upon which the 3G system was designed.  This group transferred their work to into the newly formed SA2 by the end of the 1990s.

By the time release 99 was in focus, third generation goals were becoming clear. The vision included a mobile internet, a platform capable of delivering data and media, whose services would be delivered over an IP infrastructure based increasingly on IETF protocols. The formation of 3GPP brought together standards organizations throughout the world – Japan, Korea, China, Europe and North America – to collaborate on the development of this future system.  And also people and diverse cultures from around the world. 3GPP carried forth the work on GSM Phase 2+ and transitioned to releases that would focus on the third generation. 

Though the organization changed a bit, the division of responsibilities from the early days has persisted largely intact to the present. The work of SA2 was initially to enable the Release 99 system which included both the GERAN and the new UMTS. Interworking and migration between GSM and the GPRS system had to be complete. Many of the most interesting topics at that time remain at the forefront of SA2 even today – evolution of LCS, QoS, control of the user plane, exposure and extension of control plane functionality (does anyone remember CAMEL?) and services capabilities, what we now call enablers, would be exposed via the Open Service Architecture. The focus changed from developing new teleservices (like SMS, voice calls, fax, etc.) to developing these enablers. In release 4 through 5, supplemented in 6 and expanded in release 7, the IMS architecture was a major output of SA2.  Already in Release 7, though attention began to drift to the next generation there was the first version of non-3GPP access, voice call continuity between accesses and PCC. In Release 8, as today, SA2 expanded both in its output and size, and also in many new companies, delegates and aspirations. 

The broader ambitions and activity, with a central view and responsibility for every aspect of the 3GPP system makes work in SA2 unique and exciting and also challenging. Not only do we aim to enable more services, we also ensure that this broadening of the 3GPP system does not compromise backwards compatibility with our existing standards. Due to this effort, not just in SA2 but throughout 3GPP, one can still use a decades old phone in many of today’s networks. That we have achieved this even with the enormous developments we have seen on every aspect of 3GPP standards is astounding.

We have among us long standing members – several have been in SA2 since the very beginning and still attend. Many others joined soon after and have continued – others have come and gone, and later returned.  SA2 benefits enormously from their experience and knowledge. For the many delegates who have joined through the years, you have greatly enriched our standards with your unique and diverse ideas and efforts. 

Life as a delegate has certainly changed. All of the early work was carried out on paper. Revisions were marked down. People brought stacks of printouts home, and to the meeting, if they had late contributions. This improved in the 90s with MS word files, exchanged on disks. Eventually, a LAN was provided, and finally a wireless LAN. Of course fewer people attended meetings and fewer documents were contributed. Then, as now, we travel throughout the world and work intently, side by side, for weeks of the year. Between meetings, we remain more or less in constant contact, continually debating, innovating, reconciling and completing features in remarkably short periods of time. Though our community of delegates may change over time, the 3GPP project has continued to gain momentum and success. For our part in that project, we should all be proud and excited to be in the middle of whatever comes next.

