SOFT SWITCH
INTRODUCTION
Soft switch is the generic name for a new approach to telephony switching that has the potential to address all the shortcomings of traditional local-exchange switches. A Soft switch is software based switching platform that provides the functionality of a traditional telephone switch in a modular, distributed fashion. It combines the functionality of a Class-5 telephone switch with private branch exchange (PBX) and VoIP gateways, while running on a standards-based open computing platform. Its capabilities include linking PSTN to IP networks and managing traffic that contains a mixture of voice, fax, data, and video.

              
Soft Switch is a powerful utility that will allow you to control multiple computers through a single mouse and keyboard. Soft Switch makes your computers work like a multi-monitor system. You will have all of your computers set up with monitors (and keyboards/mice so they can be detected), and then you only need to use the keyboard and mouse and your main computer. You will still use the monitors to see the work you're doing on each computer. 


There are no wires in a soft switch. It is all down to hidden touch-sensitive technology that can be sewn into any fabric. There is a transmitter buried deep inside a cushion beneath the switch that works on radio waves. When you trigger the switch, it completes an electronic circuit in the cushion. The transmitter then sends out a signal to the appliance that you want to switch on.

THE LOCAL EXCAHANGE SOFT SWITCH CONCEPT

By far the most complex part of a local-exchange switch is the software that controls call processing. This software has to make call-routing decisions and implement the call processing logic for hundreds of custom calling features. Today’s local-exchange switches run this software on proprietary processors that are integrated tightly with the physical circuit-switching hardware itself. 

The inability of existing local-exchange switches to deal directly with packet voice traffic, however, is a major barrier to packet voice migration. In the future, delivery of local telephony will come over a purely packet-based infrastructure. But for years to come, the migration path to end-to-end packet voice will require working with a hybrid network handling both packet and circuit voice. 

One possible solution to this is to create a hybrid device that can switch voice in both packet and circuit formats, with all the necessary call processing software integrated into this switch. While this approach may help address the question of migration, it does not necessarily lower the cost of local-exchange switching or improves the prospect for differentiated local voice services. 

FUNCTION OF SOFTSWITCHES

A Soft switch is typically used to control connections at the junction point between circuit and packet networks. A single device containing both the switching logic and the switching fabric can be used for this purpose; however, modern technology has led to a preference for decomposing this device into a Call Agent and a Media Gateway. The telecom industry appears to have reached broad consensus that the best answer rating the call processing function from the physical switching function and connecting the two via a standard protocol. In soft switch terminology, the physical switching function is performed by a media gateway (MG), while the call processing logic resides in a media gateway controller (MGC). 


As can be seen in the above figure, a communication network can comprise both peer-to-peer and master/slave elements, with each type of approach used where it is best suited. This offers total flexibility in balancing cost, performance, service development and deployment, and geographic distribution of elements. The soft switch sits in the middle controlling gateways in a master/slave fashion and communicating with other switches in a Peer-to-Peer fashion. 

WHERE DOES A SOFTSWITCH SIT IN THE NETWORK?

The soft switch generally resides in a building owned by the telephone company called a central office. The central office will have one or more telephone trunks to carry calls to other offices owned by the telephone company and to other telephone companies (aka the Public Switched Telephone Network or PSTN). 
PROTOCOL FOR MEDIA GATEWAY CONTROL (MEGACO)

Today’s softswitch solutions are mostly based on a protocol called media gateway control protocol (MGCP), which evolved from two earlier proposals called simple gateway control protocol (SGCP) and Internet protocol device control (IPDC). MGCP is a very IP–centric protocol and does not have effective capabilities to handle other packet voice transports, such as voice over ATM. Operational experience with MGCP also identified some practical shortcomings, such as the lack of an effective method for an MGC to obtain information about the capabilities of an MG. As a result, MGCP itself has largely been abandoned, but work continues within the Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF) on a new protocol known as Megaco. The International Telecommunications Union (ITU) has assigned the identity H.248 to this new protocol and has adopted the text of Megaco from the IETF work. 
CAPABILITIES OF MEGACO
The Megaco protocol provides a comprehensive solution for the control of MGs. As with earlier generations of MG control, Megaco is based on the principle that all call processing intelligence resides in the MGC. The MG does not retain knowledge of call state; it provides only the capability to cross-connect various kinds of media streams under the control of the MGC and to detect and transmit various kinds of signaling associated with those media streams. 

Megaco views the MG as a collection of terminations, each of which represents a certain kind of media stream. A termination may be a fixed physical entity such as an analog line or a digital signal level 0 (DS–0) time slot in a DS–1 interface, or it may be a logical entity such as a voice-over–IP (VoIP) packet stream. Logical terminations may be created and destroyed by means of Megaco commands. 

Megaco is designed to be an extensible protocol, and it includes a mechanism to permit the specification and registration of new packages. This extensibility overcomes a major shortcoming of earlier media gateway control protocols, such as MGCP, since it addresses the needs of packet voice protocols other than VoIP and provides the means to handle country-specific variations of analog telephony services.
SOFT SWITCH-   FEATURES AND MERITS


Soft switch can handle calls as service providers move toward offering voice, video and data services on single packet-based networks. These server-based devices manage phone calls as they come in from packet access links and clear a path for them across the packet network to the destination phones. But because most phones are still connected via the traditional public phone network, these soft switches also must be able to complete calls across circuit-switched networks. To do that, they control other network elements including media gateways and signaling gateways. Because of this function, soft switches are also referred to as media gateway controllers.


Soft switches are less expensive than traditional voice switches and let service providers migrate away from maintaining a separate network just for voice.


Soft switch provides a tight integration with other network elements. You get a seamless, enhanced service solution offering multi-protocol call control and support for multimedia, multi-vendor applications. With carrier-grade, Class 5 functionality, Soft switch provides a feature-rich solution that includes call management, network announcements, billing mediation, PSTN signaling, and advanced services such as CALEA and E-911.With its flexible, modular components, Soft switch lets you mitigate competitive pressures and customer churn. It can future-proof your network by providing the all-important triple play of integrated voice, data, and video, along with the ability to execute protocol translation between disparate networks. All of which gives you a firm foundation for developing differentiated multimedia services. 



"Soft switch" refers to a technology that replicates circuit switching of the conventional voice network using a "software-oriented" switch configured from a commercial UNIX server, Java, and so on.


Soft switch is the descendant of the traditional class 5 switch in that it is a hybrid of the PSTN/IP environments. Unlike the traditional switch where the coupling between the hardware and software makes tight use of COTS, the Soft switch has a very flexible- layer based architecture and clear cut separation of functionality. This design allows vendors specializing in specific fields e.g. call processing software and packet-switching hardware to add enhanced functionality to the Soft switch.
REQUIREMENTS FOR A SOFTSWITCH RECOMMENDED SYSTEM
	
	Windows 98 or higher

	
	400 MHz processor

	
	64 Mb Ram

	
	5 Meg free hard drive space

	
	TCP/IP connection
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APPLICATIONS OF A SOFT SWITCH

· Managing traffic containing voice, fax, data, and video.    


· Billing mediation

· PSTN signaling

· Advanced services such as CALEA and E-911

· Linking PSTN to IP networks
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