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Introduction
During TSG GERAN #9, an evolved A/Gb mode Feasibility Study Work Item was agreed to determine the feasibility to evolve the GERAN A/Gb mode protocols towards supporting Real Time Services [1]. During the WG2bis #9 meeting and again during the Feasibility study Adhoc, some operators requested that the Feasibility study was to focus on Conversational Class support and Packet Handover [2]. It is the opinion of AWS that the principles of [2] were endorsed. 

The purpose the Feasibility study was to determine the feasibility of evolving the Gb interface towards real time services, and in particular concentrating on Conversational Class support. The conclusion of the Feasibility study is in [3]. There it can be inferred that no consensus was agreed to; still some companies believe that the Gb can be evolved sufficiently and others do not. This document attempts to outline a way forward on the Gb issue. 

2. Inherent Risk 

The initiating document for the direction change in the evolution of GERAN utilizing potential Gb interface protocol changes to support Real Time services is [4]. That document states that it is possible to evolve the Gb in “steps”, where steps can be “motivated” independently. The claim there is that the Iu interface development is “complex” compared to an Gb interface development. And the claim there is that the Gb is capable to evolve to Real Time Services. 

The Feasibility study will determine whether to create an evolved A/Gb WI, normally requiring only 4 companies to support for its “acceptance” for standardization. Further, the decision for the Feasibility study is targeted for GERAN 10. However, already there were 4 Gb+ supporting companies, but the issue is that the implied direction change for GERAN is far too large to not have industry consensus on the evolution of GERAN. AWS agrees that an industry split would not be beneficial to anyone. 

Before TSG GERAN has completed the standardization of the Iu-alignment for GERAN, [4] effectively proposes to alter the direction of the evolution of GERAN. Iit is expected that an Iu interface will fully support Conversational Class services, whereas the Feasibility Study ADHOC indicates that it is not agreed that an evolved Gb interface will properly support the Conversational Class services required by 3GPP development of the IMS. 

Thus, any redirection of GERAN to evolve instead from an Iu interface to a Gb interface implies an inherent risk of the Gb not being able to support the full range of Conversational Class services envisioned with the Iu. If the Gb evolution were to be the long-term industry direction for GERAN, then there will be a different set of requirements on the Gb than if, for example, the Gb were to only evolve “little”, say to support Real Time Streaming only, and the Iu were to continue development.  

It is the AWS opinion that any long-term evolution of Gb to be an “industry” direction, as apposed to the Iu, requires that Conversational Class support proven feasible. Otherwise, Operators may be in a position in the near future, just as “today”: finding the some companies are not supporting an industry decision made over 2 years ago, and facing high risk in the development and support of acceptable Conversational Class services for 3G systems. This, in the AWS view, is unacceptable. 

3. Way forward

It is the AWS view that the Feasibility study ADHOC has concluded: “no industry consensus could be obtained thus far”. This leaves the following possibilities: 

1. There are 4 companies supporting the Gb evolution WI, and so it can be accepted into GERAN

However, it is not acceptable to have an “industry split”, as pointed out previously. It is believed that any long-term evolved-Gb without industry consensus will mean an industry split. Thus, it is proposed that this option be rejected. 

2. There is not industry consensus on the feasibility study, so the proposed work item for the evolution of Gb is rejected. 

It is recognized that many issues were raised during the feasibility study, such as the doughts whether the Gb is capable of evolving to support Conversational Class services, the potential introduction of new Radio Resource entities, and the issue of Integrity protection and ciphering. None of these issues were “closed”. Advocates of the Gb interface evolution should have the opportunity to prove the claims of reduced complexity, support of appropriate and Operator-acceptable services, etc. Thus, it is proposed to reject this option. 

3. GERAN continue the Feasibility study until industry consensus is obtained. 

Here it is proposed that the Feasibility study date completion be TBD (during the R6 development). It is fully expected that in order to avoid industry splintering, at some point some decision on the industry direction will have to be maintained. It is further expected that at some time in the near future there will be two options: Either Iu OR evolved-Gb as an industry direction for the evolution of GERAN technology. However, by altering the date of completion of the Feasibility study, sufficient time would be introduced for companies to either prove their case, or it be realistically demonstrated that an evolved Gb will not support an industry direction. AWS recommends this approach. 
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