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This book is dedicated to the men and women who have toiled to make
GSM a global success, from which to implement this “thing” we call
GPRS; to the subject matter experts who have so kindly given of their
time and talent by contributing to this book; and to Kirsten and Remy
who are just beginning their quest for knowledge...
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B M Can GPRS be Demystified?

When general packet radio service (GPRS) was first conceived, it was
fuzzy in terms of hard details, even for those who envisioned it as the
beginning of the GSM evolution to an all-IP packet data service. Over
time, GPRS became clearer in the minds of the “enlightened,” who her-
alded it as a major first step in the move from circuit-switched wireless
services to an always-on service with bits of data sent to and from
devices at lightning speeds.

As the world began buying into the idea of the “Mobile Internet”
(read, enabled by GPRS) accessible via inexpensive handheld wireless
devices, something happened. Nothing. Real or apparent momentum
slowed to a crawl and the GPRS we envisioned didn’t happen.
Everything got fuzzy again.

OK, GPRS was heading in an unforeseen direction. But change at
this point proved to be a good thing, bringing with it evolution, move-
ment, and the kind of advancement that only comes from a step back. If
GPRS wasn’t a bullet train to the future, we needed to demystify some
of our own assumptions and expectations. Today no one is prepared to
claim that she or he really knows what is going on in the world of GPRS,
but here you can find perspective on problems and opportunities. If you
read this compilation of some thirty chapters by practicing GPRS sub-
ject matter experts, all contributing their thoughts to the GPRS puzzle,
you will have learned a lot about GPRS in particular and something sig-
nificant about technology in general.

What do we know now about how things will play out tomorrow?
Well, it will rain when we think it will be clear, be calm when we have a
kite to fly, hot when we dress for cool weather and stressful just when

xvii
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we need a break. GPRS will never be what was first envisioned, but it’s
undeniable in the way a hit song is undeniable. It’s easy to glom and
hard to forget. It means many things to many people. It’s an efficient,
even an elegant platform for the multitude of applications we conjure up
when we try to explain how wireless mobility will change the way we
live. In some respects, the link between GPRS and tomorrow is stronger
today than it ever was in the past.

There is this “thing” someone named GPRS or GSM Packet Radio
Service, and I can only hope that whoever came up with the name was not
a marketing genius gone mad, but rather some techie preparing a paper
on packet services—because GPRS is indeed an innovator’s innovation.

We undertook this book in the hope that it will give you ideas. I, for
one, am still dumbfounded by the ability to transmit 1’s and 0’s over
the airwaves such that folks like you and me can use wireless devices
to make our lives more productive, or less stressful, or whatever “bet-
ter” means in your vocabulary. It could be blinding fast downloads,
total uninterruptible access to messages that matter, or freedom from
tethers and wires. Or it could be the ability to send and receive impor-
tant information wherever we may be without having to worry about
whether it works or how it works. It sounds like magic, and is some-
times described that way, but actually today it’'s GPRS—at least for the
world of GSM users.

So here is my advice:

Don’t Read This Book.

At least in the typical sense of reading a book because this really isn’t
a book. It is more of a reference manual. A grouping of essays, vignettes,
snippets of mature thoughts on specific topics, but not really a narra-
tive. I don’t say this just because the editor is not an expert on any par-
ticular subject, or because I tend to write in a stream of consciousness
barely bounded by capital letters, commas, periods and conjunctions.
But this format really is peculiarly useful for recording technology life-
cycles. Let me explain.

Maybe by now you have bought into my theory that no one really
knows GPRS. This theory is based upon my belief that the moment
when something comes clear usually ushers in the moment when every-
thing changes. According to this theory, which I really do espouse, the
times in between when much is fuzzy are really the productive times,
the good times when everyone is energized as a technical community.
Some aspects of GPRS have or will soon come into focus and stay that
way. Other aspects of GPRS will move in and out of focus, perhaps
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repeatedly. This “book” tries to identify those aspects of GPRS and out-
line their importance. This means that one reader may believe the
author has presented a sound and plausible story about GPRS while
another reader will vehemently disagree.

Why should you read the “book” which isn’t really a book? Because if
the “we” who put fingers to keyboard have successfully done our job, our
words will evoke debate or at least contemplation. Because GPRS is
really a quantum leap forward, measured as both a technology and a
way of communicating. If GPRS really rewrites our interaction with
information, much as the PC did ten years ago, I won’t be surprised. If I
fail to evoke such thoughts from you, I won’t be communicating.

So for the three or four readers who have gotten to this point, I both
congratulate and worry about you both in the same breath. You are
probably one of the targeted readers, those who are between the ages of
birth and death, male or female, interested in better understanding
what makes GPRS go and even a little bit about how it works. You may
be in the “wireless industry,” but you may not be technically literate.
Although this is a work about technology, it isn’t a technical work. This
is good as this isn’t intended to be a technical book. And if you are not in
the wireless industry, all the better, as you won’t be bringing hearsay
and hype along with you.

This is not to say that some parts are not technical; they are. Certain
subjects that make up the GPRS story must be founded on technology or
nothing works. We try to highlight them without getting bogged down in
the nuts and bolts and jargon. Some of it (maybe more than is neces-
sary) may get boring. When that happens, skip it and move on. Or bet-
ter yet, pick up GPRS Demystified and read a few pages of a chapter
that holds some interest to you. Then put it down and let it lie for a
while—enough time for the thoughts to bounce around your brain or be
filed away for future reference. Then pick it up again...

Inside you will find information about the three components which
have to be present to make GPRS work: the infrastructure or underlying
technology, the terminal devices to access the technology, and most
important, the services or applications which run over the technology.
Taken together, these three components define a commercial GPRS
service offering. Without all three, the others are useless. Without the
fourth “component,” a well-conceived business proposition, commercial
success is unlikely. The overall business proposition of GPRS has to
begin, as maybe it always did, with the concept of an end-to-end service
constructed for optimal simplicity. Therein lies the real challenge for
GPRS success.
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I conclude with a special thanks to you, the reader. You have taken a
leap of faith in picking up this book, hopefully as part of a rational act.
You are to be commended for your actions, or perhaps cautioned for your
lack of sound judgment. And you should know one more thing: your pur-
chase will never earn myself or the authors who contributed their time
and talents to the writing of GPRS Demystified, one euro, dollar, shekel,
or kroner. All proceeds that may come our way will be donated to charity.
We didn’t do this for the money, for the glory, or because we wanted to
write a book. We did it to help advance a new and critically important
part of the GSM family of technologies. GPRS. Which, if we as a GSM
community get it wrong, will relegate a perfectly good technology like
GSM to the status of a has-been. As a collective body, we don’t believe
such will be the case. Thus, everyone agreed to contribute their knowl-
edge to make this project a reality. And much like GPRS itself, GPRS
Demystified has been fraught with life’s ups and downs, but the dream
never died, maybe because nothing good in our world is ever easy.

John Hoffman
July 2002
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