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Abstract—This technical report gives detail on the
results obtained from testing of the ASUS P5LD2-VM
Motherboard with Intel network interface cards (Intel
10/100 and Onboard Intel PRO/1000 PCI Express) for
time stamping accuracy. The hardware is tested for the
purposes of being a Flow Meter in our prototype ANGEL
QoS architecture. A number of affecting factors have been
investigated, including the link speed configuration, the use
of an intermediate switch in end-to-end connection, and
the employment of the interrupt moderation scheme in the
on-board Intel NIC. The trade-offs between time stamping
accuracy and CPU performance has been quantitatively
evaluated. We also discuss the implications of the issues
on measuring game traffic.

I. I NTRODUCTION
This technical report outlines the results obtained from
testing the SUS P5LD2-VM Motherboard with Intel
network interface cards (Intel 10/100 and Onboard Intel
PRO/1000 PCI Express) for time stamping accuracy. The
hardware device is tested with the purposes of being used
as a Flow Meter (FM) for our prototype ANGEL QoS
architecture [1].
This technical report uses a similar setup and testing
method as previous evaluation of CAIA laboratory computers in [2] and [3] .
The aim of the investigation is to find the optimal
configuration for Ethernet interfaces for the most accurate timestamping results. The use of an additional
intermediate switch with timestamping accuracy was also
investigated. Due to the interrupt moderation scheme
employed by the on-board Gigabit Ethernet card, the
controller bundles packet events that arrive within a delay
period, which is controlled by a number of different
timers. This results in significant packet time stamping
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error (in the order of hundreds of microseconds) for
packet rates higher than 8000 packets per second. The
trade-offs between maximum interrupt rate per second
employed by the interrupt moderation mechanism and
time-stamping accuracy, CPU usage and packet loss rate
have been quantitatively evaluated. We also discuss the
potential implications on measuring game flows.
II. E QUIPMENT AND S ETUP
The Flow Meter (FM) box has two different network
cards (fxp0 (Intel 10/100Mbps Ethernet controller) and
em0 (Intel Pro 1000Mbps Ethernet controller)). Timestamping accuracy was tested for both cards with two
link speeds, 100Mbps (for both fxp0 and em0 Ethernet
interfaces with and without an intermediate switch in
end-to-end connection) and 1Gbps (for em0 Ethernet
interface with an intermediate switch in end-to-end connection).
We use the SmartBits2000 [4] to generate network
traffic with timing accuracy of up to 100 nanoseconds.
These packets are then captured by the FM where the
packet inter-arrival timestamps can be compared with the
known values.
Packet inter-arrival time set on SmartBits2000 was
25µsec, 125µsec, 500µsec, 1msec and 25msec for each
of the link speed test. Each inter-arrival time was tested
using a single SmartBits2000 card flooding packets
(92byte + 4byte CRC long) to the FM’s Ethernet port.
Tcpdump was running at the FM to capture traffic for
time-stamping analysis. The packet Inter-Arrival Time
(IAT) values of traffic captured were compared against
the rate at which the flow was sent from the SmartBits2000 device.
As noted in [3] the inter-arrival time used by SmartBits2000 and the Tcpdump time stamps differ in the way
they are measured. SmartBits2000 measures inter-arrival
time as the time between the end of one packet and
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Figure 3 shows the packet inter-arrival time reported
by tcpdump (-ttt option) for packet IAT of 25µsec
measured at fxp0 interface. The interface is explicitly
configured with 100Mbps link rate and full-duplex.
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the start of the next packet. The Tcpdump -ttt option
measures the time from the beginning of one packet to
the beginning of the next packet. As such, the packet
insertion time (96 bytes at 100Mbit/sec plus the preamble
of 64 bit times) is included into the time interval. The
timestamps reported by tcpdump should be the interarrival time of packets as sent by the SmartBits2000 plus
approximately 8.3µsec [3] [2].
The test setup is illustrated in Figure 1 and 2:
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As can be seen in Figure 3, with the Smartbits packet
inter-arrival time of 25 µsec, 84.2% of packets (out of
50000 packets collected by tcpdump at fxp0 interface
during the test) have the packet IAT times in the range
of 25-26 µsec (after removing the 8.3 µsec due to packet
insertion time - shown in Figure 4 in the range of 33.334.3 µsec). There are 2% and 0.3% of total packets with
greater than 5µsec and 10µsec error respectively.
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III. T IME STAMPING ACCURACY FOR FXP 0 AND EM 0
INTERFACES FOR 100M BPS LINK CONFIGURATION
The test is setup with direction connection between
the smartbits and the FM (see Figure 1).
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Packet IAT of 25usec - fxp0 interface - zoom-in graph

Similar results have been seen with packet IAT of
125 µsec, 500 µsec, 1msec and 25msec. Statistics for
all these tests are shown in Table II.
As can be seen from the result, fxp0 interface produces
quite accurate packet time-stamping with less than 10
µsec absolute error for more than 99.5% of packets for
all the packet inter-arrival time tests.
The test is repeated on the em0 interface. The Ethernet
interface is configured explicitly with 100Mbps link rate
and full-duplex mode.
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The time-stamping error was in the order of multiple
100µsec (e.g. 75% of total packets with an IAT of 125
µsec having an absolute time-stamping error of greater
than 358µsec). Packets appeared to be bundled for interrupt handling with a delay of approximately 500µsec.
Deeper investigation of packet inter-arrival time pattern
was done with the Ethernet card configured at link rate
of 1000Mbps in the next section.
IV. T IME STAMPING ACCURACY FOR EM 0 INTERFACE
FOR 1G BPS LINK CONFIGURATION

Fig. 5.

Packet IAT of 25µsec - em0 interface

As can be seen in Figure 5, with the Smartbits packet
inter-arrival time of 25 µsec, 93% of packets (out of
50000 packets collected by tcpdump at em0 interface
during the test) have the packet IAT times in the range
of 2-3 µsec (less than the 8.3 µsec of packet insertion
time - an indication of a possible time-stamping flaw).
The rest 7% of total packets have packet IAT in the range
of 470-477 µsec. Although the packet IAT distribution
results in an accurate mean value of 25.02 µsec (after
removing the 8.3 µsec due to packet insertion time), the
timestamp error for individual packet is significant.
Similar results were seen with other packet IAT rate.
Statistics for test with packet IAT of 125 µsec, 500 µsec,
1msec and 25msec are shown in Table III.
As can be seen from the results, the em0 interface
configured explicitly with a 100Mbps link rate produces
significant time-stamping error per packet while still
maintaining an accurate average packet IAT rate.
The packet time-stamping absolute error fluctuated depending on the packet rate received at the em0 interface.
CAIA Technical Report 070228F
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The test is setup with connection via an intermediate
switch between the smartbits and the FM (see Figure 2).
Figure 6 shows the packet inter-arrival time reported
by tcpdump (-ttt option) for packet IAT of 25µsec
measured at em0 interface. The interface is explicitly
configured with 1000Mbps (1Gbps) link rate and fullduplex.
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Figure 5 shows the packet inter-arrival time reported
by tcpdump (-ttt option) for packet IAT of 25µsec
measured at em0 interface.
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Packet IAT of 25µsec - 1000Mbps em0 interface

As can be seen in Figure 6, with the Smartbits packet
inter-arrival time set at 25 µsec, 73.4% of packets (out
of 50000 packets collected by tcpdump at em0 interface
during the test) have packet IAT times in the range of
2-5 µsec (less than the 8.3 µsec of packet insertion

February 2007

page 3 of 9

100
60
0 20

5

51.75

0%

99.97%

100%

125.02

39.29

88.02%

89.52%

100%

500

500.00

136.23

90.92%

92.98%

99.88%

1,000

999.99

186.55

87.55%

92.72%

99.88%

519.00

0.02%

81.27%

99.87%

100
80

25.02

125

5

CAIA Technical Report 070228F

10

15

20

25

Packet Number

Fig. 8.
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Ethernet Controllers [5]. In the absence of any interrupt moderation, the controller will interrupt the CPU
after every packet event. With the interrupt moderation
scheme employment, rather than interrupting immediately upon transmitting or receiving a new packet, the
controller is configured to delay the generation of this
interrupt. The controller keeps bundling packet events
that arrive within the delay period. When the timer
expires, the controller delivers the bundled events to
software all at once. The interrupt moderation scheme
is claimed to improve CPU performance in the case of
Packet Interarrival Time (usec)

Comparing with results shown in Table III, explicitly
configuring the em0 interface in full-duplex mode with
a link rate of 1000Mbps improves the time-stamping for
individual packets. Packet time-stamping errors are less
than 250µsec for more than 98% of total packets for all
the packet IAT tests.
With the aim of testing the time-stamping accuracy
for high packet rate, we take a closer look at individual
packets timestamp for packet IAT of 25µsec. The packet
inter-arrival time has an interesting pattern of groups of
every 3 to 4 packets (with ∼2 or 3 packets with small
inter-arrival times of 2-3 µsec and one with a large IAT
of greater than 100 µsec. The total packet IAT of each
group is ∼125µsec). Figure 7 illustrates the packet interarrival time pattern.
A similar pattern has been seen for packet IATs
of 9.6µsec. However, the group pattern contains more
packets (∼6 or 7 packets) with small inter-arrival times
of 2-3 µsec and one with a large IAT of greater than
100 µsec. The total packet IAT of each group is also
∼125µsec. Figure 8 illustrates the packet inter-arrival
time pattern for packet IAT of 9.6µsec.
For packet IAT of >= 125 µsec, the pattern no longer
exists as can be seen in Figure 9.
This packet IAT pattern can be explained by the
interrupt moderation mechanism used by Intel Gigabit
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time - an indication of a possible time-stamping flaw).
Approximately 26.5% of total packets have packet IAT in
the range of 75-124 µsec, and less than 0.1% of packets
have packet IAT in the range of 125-223µsec. However,
the packet IAT distribution results in an accurate mean
value of 25.02 µsec (after removing the 8.3 µsec due to
packet insertion time).
Similar results have been seen with other packet IAT
rates. Statistics for test with packet IAT of 125 µsec, 500
µsec, 1msec and 25msec are shown in Table IV.

5

10

15

20

25

Packet Number

Fig. 9.

February 2007

Packet IAT of >= 125µsec - 1000Mbps em0 interface

page 4 of 9

CAIA Technical Report 070228F

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

The effects of different interrupt throttling rate configurations and absolute timer values were investigated.
Three throttling rates of 8K, 16K and 32K and receiving
absolute timers of 0µsec and 66µsec (default value) were
tested with the Smartbits packet IAT set at 9.6µsec with
a packet length of 92 bytes. The CPU clock rate was set
to the default of 1000HZ for FreeBSD6.1. Results were
collected for four repetitive tests at each configuration.
Each test collected a million packets and CPU usage was
monitored during the tests at 0.5 sec intervals.
Figure 10 shows the packet inter-arrival time reported
by tcpdump for a packet IAT of 9.6µsec measured at
em0 interface. The interface was explicitly configured in
full-duplex mode at 1000Mbps (1Gbps) link rate. The
kernel was compiled with 8K, 16K and 32K maximum
interrupt throttling rate per second. The absolute receive
timer was fixed at default value of 66 µsec.

CDF
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ThrottleRate=16K
ThrottleRate=32K
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high data rate arrives at the Ethernet controller [5].
As described in [5], there are different timers for
managing the interrupt rate, including: absolute timers,
packet timers and one master timer for throttling all interrupt sources. The absolute timer allows the controller
to transmit or receive multiple packets prior to generating an interrupt. Its timer starts to count down upon
receipt of the first packet (after software has enabled
interrupts), and is not altered by subsequent packets.
Once the timer reaches zero, the controller generates a
new interrupt. The absolute timers do not perform well
in low traffic network, as a single packet has to wait
for the full timer delay even when the network is idle.
To overcome the problem, they are used in combination
with packet timers. The packet timer starts to count
down upon receipt/transmission of a new packet. If the
controller receives/transmits another packet before the
timer expires, it resets the timer to its original value
and restarts the countdown. The controller generates
a new interrupt when the timer reaches zero. Packet
timers specify the maximum delay a single packet has
to wait in the queue for the generation of interrupt in
low data rate situations. To cope with the challenge of
determining the optimal setting for transmit and receive
timers, the interrupt throttling mechanism is introduced
for placing an upper bound on the controller’s interrupt
rate. The throttling mechanism operates independently
of any interrupt source.
With the em0 card in our FM box, the interrupt
throttling rate is set at maximum of 8000 interrupts
per second [6](which translates to 125 µsec timer),
the absolute receive timer at 66 µsec and the receive
packet timer at 0 µsec by default (sysctl configurable).
These values explain the packet IAT pattern that we have
seen above. For example, with Smartbits packet IAT
set at 25 µsec and 9.6 µsec, the packet arrival rate at
the Ethernet controller will be 33.3µsec and 17.9µsec
respectively (including the 8.3 µsec packet insertion
time). The default throttle timer value of 125 µsec allows
3.75 and 6.98 packets per interrupt respectively. It also
causes the total delay of 125 µsec per interrupt. Since the
absolute timer is smaller than the throttle timer, it does
not have a significant effect on packet events bundling
and interrupt delay.
Tuning the timer parameters can help to reduce the
absolute individual packet time-stamping error. For example, increasing the interrupt throttling rate would help
to reduce the maximum extra delay that the packet has
to wait in the queue for bundling interrupt. However this
comes with the cost of the CPU’s performance.
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Tcpdump Packet IAT for Smartbits packet IAT of 9.6 usec

Fig. 10. Packet IAT of 9.6µsec - 1000Mbps em0 interface - abs.recv.
timer 66 µsec

As can be seen in Figure 10, measured packet
IAT error decreases as the interrupt throttling rate is
increased. Most of the packet IATs are capped by the
throttle delay values, which were 31.25µsec, 62.5µsec
and 125 µsec for maximum rates of 32K, 16K and 8K
interrupts per second respectively.
Slightly better results have been seen with the absolute
receive timer of 0µsec. Figure 11 shows the packet
inter-arrival time reported by tcpdump for packet IAT set
to 9.6µsec measured at the em0 interface. The absolute
receive timer set at 0 µsec.
Statistics for these tests are shown in Table V and
Table VI.
Figure 12 shows the CPU usage for the tests with
8K, 16K and 32K maximum interrupt throttling rate and
the absolute receive timer set at the default value of 66
µsec. Increasing the throttling rate from 8000 interrupts
per second to 16000 interrupts per seconds increases
the average CPU usage by 0.78%. However, in both
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Fig. 13. CPU usage for different interrupt throttling rates - abs timer
= 0 µsec
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respectively). However, by keeping the default absolute
receive timer delay of 66µsec, doubling the default
throttling rate resulted in only a slight increase in packet
loss rate of 0.023%(from 0.125% to 0.147%)
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situations the CPU usage did not exceed ∼3% for the
test duration. An interrupt throttling rate of 32K resulted
in the highest CPU usage with a maximum value of 6%.
Figure 13 shows the CPU usages for the same tests
with the absolute receive timer set at 0 µsec. Compared
to the results presented in Figure 12, setting the absolute
receive timer to 0µsec resulted in slightly heavier CPU
usage.
Figure 14 shows the packet loss rate for all test
configurations. Reducing the absolute receive timers to
0 resulted in significant increase in packet loss for
throttling rates of 16K and 32K (by ∼ 0.3 and 0.7%
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Fig. 14. Packet loss rate for different interrupt throttling and absolute
timer rates
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9.64

17.89

99.37%
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Considering the time-stamping error, CPU usage, and
packet loss rate, our results suggest configuring the
em0 controller with 16K of maximum interrupt rate
per second, and to keep absolute receive timer at the
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default value of 66 µsec. This configuration would help
to reduce the time-stamping error rate for more than
99.95% of total packets to less than 62.5 µsec (compared
to 125 µsec with the default configuration) with a slightly
increased CPU load (increase by 0.78% on average
comparing to the default configuration) and ∼0.023%
increase in packet loss rate comparing to the default
configuration.
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Similar tests have been done to compare the timestamping accuracy with direct connection and connection
via an intermediate switch.
Network card configuration: Both fxp0 and em0 are
active, explicitly set to 100Mbps and full-duplex according to findings in [2]
Smartbits Packet Interarrival Time of 25usec
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Packet IAT of 25µsec - em0 interface

Smartbits Packet Interarrival Time of 125usec
As shown in Figure 15 16 17 18, the introduction
of an intermediate switch did not affect the packet timestamping accuracy.
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VI. I MPLICATIONS ON MEASURING GAME FLOWS
As shown in the previous section, the interrupt moderation scheme makes a significant impact on per-packet
timestamps for high rate traffic. However, for game
traffic, it is less likely that traffic flow would have withinflow packet inter-arrival time of less than 1msec [7]. So
it is expected that the interrupt bundling scheme will
have a relatively small effect on the application’s per
flow packet inter-arrival time.
To elaborate on this point, a number of tests have been
run. With the use of 1 to 4 smartbits cards concurrently,
we simulate the scenarios of 1 to 4 concurrent UDP
flows with packet length of 60 bytes (without 4 byte
CRC) and packet inter-arrival time of 1msec and 25msec.
The aggregated back-to-back traffic resulted in a similar
packet IAT pattern as seen in previous section. Figure
19 shows per-packet IAT of aggregated traffic for 1, 2, 3
and 4 identical concurrent traffic flows with a packet IAT
of 1msec. Approximately 2000 packets per flow were
collected by tcpdump at the em0 interface. Interface em0
was explicitly set in full-duplex mode with a link rate of
1000Mbps.
As shown in Figure 19, a high percentage of packets
have a small packet IAT of ∼3 µsec (more than 30% for
2 concurrent flows, and more than 50% and 60% for the

February 2007

page 7 of 9

1.0
0.8
0.6

CDF

0.6
0.4

0.4

1.0

Aggregate 3 Flows
Aggregate 4 Flows

1 Flow
2 Flows
3 Flows
4 Flows

0.0

0.0

0.2

0.2

CDF

0.8

1 Flow
Aggregate 2 Flows

0

200

400

600

800

1000

0

Packet IAT for an aggregate of 1−4 concurrent flows − packet IAT of 1msec

15000

20000

30000

35000

1.0
0.8
0.6
0.4

1 Flow
Aggregate 2 Flows
Aggregate 3 Flows
Aggregate 4 Flows

0.0

1.0
0.8

24900

24950

25000

25050

25100

25150

0.6

Packet IAT for single flow in the aggregate of 1−4 concurrent flows − zoomed in

0.4

Fig. 22. Packet IAT (µsec) for single traffic flow with upto 4 UDP
flows running concurrently
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Fig. 21. Packet IAT of 25msec for 1, 2, 3, and 4 concurrent UDP
flows- em0 interface (µsec)
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3 and 4 concurrent flows respectively).
However, the packet IAT per flow is less affected.
Figure 20 shows per-single-flow packet IAT when
having up to 4 identical traffic flow(s) with packet IAT
of 1msec running concurrently.

10000
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Fig. 19. Packet IAT of 1msec for 1, 2, 3, and 4 concurrent UDP
flows- em0 interface (µsec)
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packet IAT error of less than 10µsec and 93.7% of all
packets have a packet IAT error of less than 125µsec.

Fig. 20. Packet IAT for single traffic flow with upto 4 UDP flows
running concurrently (µsec)

VII. C ONCLUSION

Test results show that within-flow packet IAT has a
mean of 1000.3 µsec and std. dev of 167.1 µsec (16.7%
of the mean value), 94.7% of all packets have a packet
IAT error of less than 10µsec.
Similar results have been seen with packet IATs of
25msec. Figure 21 shows per-packet IAT of aggregated
traffic for 1, 2, 3 and 4 identical concurrent traffic flows.
As shown in Figure 21, again a high percentage of
packets have small packet IATs of less than 250µsec (∼
45% for 2 concurrent flows, and ∼ 65% and 70% for 3
and 4 concurrent flows respectively).
However, the packet IAT per flow is less affected.
Figure 22 shows per-single-flow packet IAT when
having up to 4 identical traffic flow(s) with packet IAT
of 1msec running concurrently.
Test results show that within-flow packet IAT has a
mean of 24984.33 µsec and std. dev of 939.03 µsec
(3.76% of the mean value), 82.7% of all packets have a

Time-stamping Accuracy of the two Ethernet interfaces of the Flow Meter box has been tested. For
capture rates of less than 100Mbps, capturing traffic
at the fxp0 interface is recommended, as it has an
error rate of 10µsec for more than 99.95% packets.
For higher capture rates, traffic must be captured at the
em0 interface. With the interrupt moderation scheme
employed by the Ethernet controller, per packet timestamping is significantly affected with default controller
configuration (with an error rate in the order of 100µsec
and bundled packets having packet inter-arrival times of
2-3 µsec for packet rate of > 8000 packet per second).
Time-stamping accuracy can be improved for this case
with the trade-offs of CPU usages. However, for game
traffic, most of traffic flow has packet inter-arrival time in
the order of msec. Test results show that per-flow packet
inter-arrival time had been skewed by a small percentage
relative to the true packet IAT distribution.
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