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Introduction

This contribution addresses the issue of .3gp file extensions in [1] (26.234) and [2] draft 26.244 which has been discussed in several past SA4 meetings.

Discussion

26.234 (and also the draft of 26.244) both contain the same text regarding the .3gp extension :

“When stored in traditional computer file systems 3GP files should be given the file extension’.3gp.”

The use of “should” means that there is an option, hence two issues arise from this wording :

a) The extension .3gp is assigned to the file.

b) The extension .3gp is not assigned to the file.

If the extension is used then the following problems can arise :

1. A user has  a UE with separate audio and video players and wants to start the audio application (eg audio player which can play audio in the background).  When he wants to open a file and goes to the “open file” dialogue of the application he will see many .3gp files, some audio, some video.  How does the user know which ones are audio?  Both audio and video files are given the same extension - .3gp.  The user could try to open the files one by one, in which case he may receive an error message for each video file, or the player may play only the audio part of the file.  Or the application could check the content of each file before displaying the file list which would take some time if there were a large number of files. It can be argued that sub-directories should/could be used to categorise the files and narrow the field but the user still has to know whether the file is audio or video in order to perform this categorisation in the first place.  What the user wants to see is a list of only audio files.
For files that have been downloaded over the air the MIME type information can help in differentiating the file, however, experience is already showing that users do not obtain all their files in this manner.  .3gp files can be obtained from a number of sources many of which do not or can not provide MIME type information, (eg most filing systems do not store MIME type).  The increasing number of handsets that have removable memory cards coupled with the trend towards memory cards with larger and larger memories means that this method of moving files between handsets and from PC to handsets will increase.

If the user has a player that is capable of playing both then he will still see the same list of files and will still not know which are the audio files.  The only difference is that an error will not be generated when a video file is opened or he will see the video as well as hear the audio part of the video file.


2. Before a download server sends a 3GPP file to the UE.  It has to assign a MIME type, audio/3gpp for audio files and video/3gpp for video files.  Since the file extension is the same, it has to check the content of each file by reading the file and checking the tracks.  This impacts server performance.

3. If in the UE a file manager is used to show a list of .3gp files, a likely scenario, and the user clicks on one of the files, which application is to be launched for the file?    Handsets are expected to support many different file formats (eg jpeg, gif, amr, png etc)., so should the UE OS read the file first in order to decide?

The assigning of .3gp to a file is intended to provide information about the file but the assigning of .3gp to both audio and video files will lead to poor user experience with 3G services.

It is a generally accepted that applications should not rely on file extensions but only on the file format.  However, as has been shown above, in order not to seriously degrade the user’s experience, given the existing and Release 6 standards it is necessary for the application to know more about the file contents.

According to [1] it should be possible for a 3GPP compliant player to play a video file even if its extension is .xyz (ie extension .3gp is not assigned to the file - “When stored in traditional computer file systems 3GP files should be given the file extension’.3gp”).  This is a highly unlikely to be achieved, since the application would need to know the format of the file’s content.  In practice many players provide file filtering capabilities to prevent files not given an extension that the player application knows of from being played; some crash if a non-compliant file format is opened.  It is generally accepted that a media player application should not need to read and check all files if they are 3GPP compliant.  The “normal” way is to use the file extension to start the correct application and then for the application to check the file content.  This does not mean, however, that the file extension guarantees the content.

Conclusions

1. The current standard creates the situation where :

a. If .3gp is assigned as the extension to the file the user nor the player application will know whether the file is audio or video.  In some or even many cases this could cause severe degradation of user experience.

b. If .3gp is not assigned as the extension to the file the player application may ignore the file completely and not present it to the user; or if it does and the user attempts to play it, the player behaviour is unpredictable and again could cause severe degradation of user experience.

2. In the past handsets were small devices with limited memory, the emergence of memory cards with large amounts of memory means that the old solution of using a combination of file headers and file extensions to determine the content is rapidly becoming cumbersome.

The role of the media file extension is not clear in the 3GPP specifications [1] and [2].  It is necessary to decide whether it is only for branding or also for helping the applications to filter the 3GPP files.  If it is only for branding, the specification should clearly state that the applications should not rely on the file extension, which means any file extension is allowed provided that the file format is right.  On the other hand, if it is used also for filtering the files, then it should be possible for applications to filter their own files and a minimum set of file extensions should be specified to allow this.

We believe that the file extension should be used for file filtering as well as for branding purposes, and that the media applications should be able to filter audio-only files.

Compatibility
It has been argued that the previous  proposals would cause backwards compatibility, eg if a .3ga file is sent to a UE that does not support it.  However, this incompatibility already exists as it is only optional to name the file extension .3gp, and as has been explained this means that some players will not be able to play the contents of files that are not so named.

There is no backward compatibility issue in terms of compatibility with the specification.  There may be a backward compatibility issue for implementations that have chosen to rely on file extension.  Implementations that have chosen to look at file format and/or MIME types will have no compatibility problem.  Also, the number of existing handsets in customers’ hands  that support .3gp is presently very small.  The compatibility issue will be greater the longer the specification remains ambiguous.

Solution

Previously it has been suggested that the problem could be solved by the introduction of a separate file extension .3ga for audio files [3].  This, in itself is not a complete solution, as described in the conclusions above.

A number of solutions are possible :

1. Leave the current wording as it is in [1] and [2] and add.

“In the case where 3GPP files are not given the extension .3gp then player applications on the handset should be able to support 3GPP media files with the following file extensions :

.3ga or .amr, (audio files)

.3gp or .mp4 (Video files)”

2. Change the current wording in [1] and [2] to :

When stored in traditional computer file systems 3GP files shall be given the file extension.3gp for video files and .3ga for audio files.  
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