Respondent 1 : Mr David Choo Chee Heng

Dear Sir,    

            I'm referring to the “Review Of Quality Of Service Framework For Broadband Services.” As an existing SCV Cable Modem “Max Online” user, and a former Singtel Magix user, I would like to comment that the state of broadband in Singapore is in a word, horrendous. 

 

SPEED

 

Singtel Magix

 

A former Magix 256K Ethernet Plan service, they have never really been able to satisfy me with the speed. Usually I’m getting speeds around 25kps, when the optimal speed for me is around 32kps. 

 

While I’m fine with the 25kps, it drops to around 20kps at around peak hours. Magix blames it on the “E-Buffet” Singaporean style. However, I beg to differ. There is little need to get Magix except the download. A drop of 12K during optimal network conditions isn’t exactly the sort of service I’m expecting.

 

However, I note fondly that Singtel Magix have little limit on the upload speed. Unlike the stingy SCV, their limit on upload bandwidth, is a fantastic 50kps. 

 

Singapore Cable Vision

 

I switched from Magix to SCV “Max-Online”, and to my dismay, all is not exactly well. While I’m very pleased with the local speeds, peaking around 200kps, the US speeds still have to be improved. I have to get my Magix 256K friends to download the file for me and send it to me, and it’ll still be a lot faster. 

 

A typical 30MB file will take almost 1hour 15min to download. My Magix 256K Counterparts, will usually take 20-25 minutes to download the same file. Difference wise, that’s not a little, but too much for me to take. I’m not expecting a lot from SCV, all I’m looking for, is rather, a better US connection, and speeds comparable to Magix 256K in the US.

 

Upload Limit

One of the biggest boo boos of SCV, is definitely the video conferencing. With the 15KPS upload limit of SCV, I was never able to enjoy the video conferencing I used to enjoy with my friends here and in the states. How I regretted my decision to drop Magix. The lag not only killed of my interest in video conferencing, but also resulted in my decision to sell away my video conferencing kit. 

Bandwidth Issue

While I understand SCV have increased their bandwidth from Starhub by 4 X the initial amount this year alone, please also note that 1x 4 is still only 4. Their current bandwidth to the US is less then 15Mbps. Consider that amount to that of 12,000 SCV “Max Online” users, and you will find the situation appalling.

 

NETWORK UPTIME
 

IDA has 99.5% uptime ruling for the ISP’s in Singapore. However, I would like to point out the in-stability of Singtel Magix’s & SCV’s network. 

 

Singtel Magix

The main reason I terminated my Magix account, is not the speed, but rather the frequent disconnection. I got broadband because I need access to my files, anytime, anywhere. I cannot have my line disconnecting. Frequent calls to Singtel Magix’s helpdesk proved fruitless, along with endless hours of frustration. Singtel Magix has really got to improve their network conditions. 

 

SCV Max Online

While SCV is a whole lot better, its not spared from problems. However, I would like to stress that the network problems don’t come from them, but rather Starhub Internet. February saw connection problems to Magix, MOE, and other other Starhub Customers. 

 

Just 2 days ago, Friday 24th June 2000, at around 2.00PM, SCV was down again. This time, its again the fault of Starhub. I did a trace route and found the routing would not leave Starhub. While all these are minor irritations, I could not access my files at home from office via telnet, and thus, a delay in my work. 

 

WISH LIST
I wish for the following

 

1. Better network conditions for Singtel Magix, and Starhub Internet. Enforce harsher rulings on them to ensure that their network will be up 100%

2. Better speed for SCV. 15Mbps to serve 12,000 users is never enough. Perhaps 100Mbps is good enough.

3. Force all ISP’s to reveal their bandwidth they have from STIX or other ISP. This will help consumers in judging which ISP is the best choice, in terms of service, quality and monetary.

4. An avenue for complains. Right up to this moment, consumers have nowhere to complain but the Singapore HardWareZone forum, or the Straits Times. The ISP themselves, have no credible Technical support or customer service to speak of.

5. Hold spot checks on ISP. Don't wait till disgruntled users complain before IDA acts. Its simply a waste of time. It also mars the reputation of Singapore of being a fast and efficient society

 

I thank you for your precious time

 

Respondent 2 : Mr Chris Wong

This is my response to the IDA’s consultation paper on BroadBand QoS, dated 22 Jun 2000, found at 

1. In section 10, the proposed requirement of 300ms network latency for IX to the first point of presence in U.S. is insufficient to provide smooth gameplay for real-time strategy internet games such as Starcraft. Gameplay is extremely laggy or impossible. Also, the minimum requirement is not good enough to allow broadband users to enjoy acceptable quality of video feeds and similar services based on foreign sites. I would propose that the minimum requirement be revised to 200ms. I am a frequent Internet gamer and would really appreciate better speeds, especially to U.S. servers.

2. In section 12, the proposed fine is $5000. This fine is TOTALLY INEFFECTIVE. The IDA should take into account that a fine of $5000 is far cheaper than the possible hundreds of thousands of dollars it would take for a service provider to improve their bandwidth. Such a fine would hence serve no deterrent effect. The IDA should also take into account that the whole purpose of a monetary fine is to hurt potential offenders sufficiently so that they are discouraged from the offence. The fine should therefore be heavy enough to hurt. I propose a fine of one months’ subscription multiplied by the total number of subscribers to the broadband service, which is to be imposed every week until the service provider shows satisfactory evidence to the IDA that they have met the minimum requirements. This would prompt offending providers into fast and quick response should they fall short of expectations. For example, at an average subscription of $56 per subscriber and an estimated 10,000 subscribers, SCV should be fined $56x10,000=$560,000 every week.

3. The IDA should require SCV to lift the 1.5mbps downstream cap on their cable modems. In principal, the IDA should actively discourage service providers from adopting an escapist methodology in dealing with bandwidth shortage. For example, SCV appears to be attempting to remedy a bandwidth shortage by capping the upstream and downstream rates of cable modems. Such practices should be viewed seriously and offenders should be penalized. Service providers should not be allowed to take evasive action, or to attempt to ‘please’ the IDA, meeting the minimum standards of service, at the expense of the consumers.

Respondent 3 : Mr Mak Kien Hui

Dear Sir, 

In response to your request for comments on the proposed quality of service (QoS) parameters for broadband access services in Singapore, I would like to offer some of my views.

First of all, there is ambiguity in the definition of the proposed QoS parameters. There was no mention of the definition of the term “peak hours” used. To different users, this definition can vary greatly. To the business users, it will be the usual 8 am to 5 pm working hours whereas for the home user, it may well be from 6 pm to 1 am since this will be the time when the home user is at home to utilise the network. Currently, SingTel Magix and SCV’s cable modem service are aimed primarily at the home users and thus I will assume that the definition of the term “peak hours” implies the time from 6 pm to 1 am. 

The proposed QoS parameter stipulates a minimum ping of 85ms for local sites. I would like to propose a lowering of the round trip ping for the local network to 50ms. It was mentioned that this ping time is only from the end-user to IX and does not include the latency of sites outside the local broadband network. In view of this, this QoS should be made even more stringent as it is of primary importance that the local interactive broadband multimedia industry get the best support from the infrastructure which all their services are based upon. This is also in line with IDA’s Infocomm 21 strategy to jumpstart the broadband industry. Looking at a typical ping of a local network using leased lines of 10-20ms, a proposed standard of a less than 50ms ping is reasonable.

For the international portion of the broadband network, the proposed QoS parameter is 300ms for a round trip ping. This ping is from the IX to the first point of presence in the US. Thus, if one adds in the delay from the local broadband network, the total ping will be around 385ms (according to the current proposed standard). This will not be ideal in view of the applications that are meant to be supported by the broadband network in the first place. These broadband applications include the following: video conferencing, internet telephony, media rich web pages, online games and other media rich services. For video conferencing and internet telephony, a ping of almost half a second will introduce a very noticeable delay and echoes in the conversation. This delay will be very disconcerting to the conversing party and could very well make normal conversation impossible. Even though sophisticated compression techniques are in place to reduce the effects of such delays, it is best to set the standard such that a minimum standard of internet telephony and video conferencing can be established.

With the growing popularity of online multiplayer gaming, many users subscribe to broadband for the benefit of having a better online gaming experience. The general accepted ping for a lag-free online game session is 300ms. Anything more than that will be manifested to the gamer in ways such as delayed response, disconnections from the server and jumpy movements. Having paid a premium for the broadband service, the user will demand to attain an acceptable gaming experience. The proposed combined ping of 385ms will not satisfy the average gamer.

Similarly, when more media rich services such as interactive TV and video-on-demand grow in popularity, the proposed standard will not be acceptable. It is hence proposed to reduce the QoS for the international portion of the network to 300ms for a round trip ping from the end user to the first point of presence in USA.

The second QoS parameter stipulates that all network links in the broadband network must ideally be less than 75% loading for 95% of the time. This is a fair gauge to ensure that the bandwidth available is adequate. Should the bandwidth utilisation exceed 90%, then IDA must take speedy action to safeguard the consumers’ interests. This is because congestion of the network will lead to more collision of the data packets and more timeouts, which will in turn cause even more data to be sent across the network. Thus, if the situation is not identified and corrected early, the disruptions caused to the network will be highly undesirable. It will be better if IDA can engage the broadband service provider when the utilisation level reaches 80% or 85% instead of the proposed 90% to ensure that there is sufficient time for justifications and remedial actions. This standard is critical to the quality of service as bandwidth also affects the perception of the speed of the network. Thus, it should also be made one of the primary parameters

On the idea of bandwidth utilisation, there is a need to inform subscribers of any inherent bandwidth limitation in the broadband service provided. This is something that the service providers do not practice today. Instead, only the maximum achievable throughput is advertised, which is not a good representation of the actual speed of the network. As internet traffic is asymmetric, the download bandwidth is usually significantly more than the upload bandwidth. Although this is fine for surfing the world wide web, other broadband applications like video conferencing and internet telephony will not function as well with the reduced upload bandwidth as an equal amount of data is sent as well as received. According to the traffic statistics from JANET, the UK education network linking the UK universities, the ratio of inbound to outbound traffic is 3:1. In view of this, I would like to propose that around a quarter of the bandwidth be allocated to uploading of data. The upload and download limits should be clearly explained to the subscriber so that one can make an informed decision when choosing a broadband service provider. This will allow the subscriber to take up a plan best suited to his or her needs. 

IDA’s verification of the QoS should be transparent and easily accessible by all. MRTG charts of the broadband service provider’s network should also be published to ensure the public is informed of the quality of service delivered. 

As the use of a proxy server is necessary in Singapore according to the regulations by the Singapore Broadcasting Authority, IDA should also ensure that the proxy servers deployed by the service providers are sufficiently powered to handle the amount of data sent through them. If the proxy server is incapable of processing the amount of traffic through it, then it will add a significant delay to the ping time, which will lead to the failure to meet the first QoS.

Having the necessary standards in place will not improve the situation without a strong deterrent in place. The proposed fine of $5000 is small compared to the fines which are in the range of millions of dollars the telecommunication industry or the transport industry are facing. The average subscriber pays a premium of around ten times the cost of a dial-up subscription for the broadband connection. A fine in the order of this premium multiplied by the number of subscribers will be a better reflection of the impact of the drop in standard of service. Better yet, this fine should be returned to the subscribers in the form of subscription rebates. In addition, I feel that both QoS parameters proposed are as important in determining the quality of service rendered and thus both should be treated as primary factors and be subjected to the fine.

In conclusion, it is the regulator’s role to protect the interest of the consumers and the service providers. Having a fair framework of standards in place will promote competition and increase the standard of service and thus lead to better customer satisfaction and growth in the industry. The current situation clearly needs improvement and I sincerely hope that with these proposed QoS parameters in place there can be a win-win situation for all.

Yours sincerely,

Mak Kien Hui 

Summary

Proposed Amendments to QoS Standards
Remarks

Definition of peak hours to be from 6pm to 1am


Current broadband service is aimed at home users

The round trip delay for traffic within the local broadband network from end-user to IX should be less than 50ms for 95% of the time during peak hours


A fast backbone is essential to promote and support Singapore's Infocomm 21 strategies 

The round trip delay for traffic in international portion of the broadband network from end-user to the first POP in US should be less than 300ms for 95% of the time during peak hours


The reduced ping is essential to support the broadband applications

The bandwidth utilisation of all network links within the broadband network should be less than 75% loading for 95% of the time during peak hours. When the utilisation reaches 85%, IDA will require the service provider to immediately purchase additional bandwidth unless IDA is convinced that the issue  is adequately justified and made publicly known


This standard is critical to the quality of service as bandwidth also affects the perception of the speed of the network. Thus, it should also be one of the primary parameters 

Fine to be increased from $5000 to a level to reflect the premium subscribers pay for the broadband services


The current fine is inadequate as a deterrent and will make the implementation of the QoS standards meaningless



