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Abstract
Various full bisection designs have been proposed for dat-
acenter networks. They are provisioned for the worst case
in which every server sends flat out and there is no con-
gestion anywhere in the network. However, these topolo-
gies are prone to considerable underutilisation in the av-
erage case encountered in practice. To utilise spare ca-
pacity we propose GRIN, a simple, cheap and easily de-
ployable solution that simply wires up any free ports dat-
acenter servers may have. GRIN allows each server to
use up to a maximum amount of bandwidth dependent on
the number of available ports and the distribution of idle
uplinks in the network. Our evaluation found significant
benefits for bandwidth-hungry applications running over
our testbed, as well as on 1000 EC2 instances. GRIN can
be used to augment any existing datacenter network, with
a small initial effort and no additional maintenance costs.

1 Introduction
Datacenter networks are provisioned for peak load, as op-
erators want performance guarantees even when the net-
work is highly utilised. At the extreme, operators pro-
vision their network to fully support any possible traf-
fic pattern: the network core is guaranteed never to be-
come a bottleneck, regardless of the traffic patterns gen-
erated by the servers; such networks are said to provide
full-bisection bandwidth. FatTree [3] and VL2 [9] are
full-bisection datacenter topologies deployed in produc-
tion networks. A high profile example is Amazon’s EC2
cloud that was using a topology resembling VL2 for their
regular instances until recently (see Section 2 in [18]), and
are now deploying 10Gbps FatTrees.1

Measurement studies show that datacenter networks are
underutilised: the traffic has on-off patterns leading many
links to run hot for certain periods of time, while even
more links are idle, leaving the network core underutilised
most of the time [9, 13, 6]. Datacenters heavily rely on the
concept of resource pooling: different applications’ work-
loads are multiplexed onto the hardware, and any applica-
tion can in principle expand to utilise as many resources as
it needs as long as there is any available capacity left. Re-
source pooling does not apply to datacenter networks: al-
though the core is underutilised, hosts cannot take advan-
tage because they are often bottlenecked by their NICs.

1Private conversation with Amazon engineers.

In this paper we set out to make datacenter networks
better at resource pooling, which would increase their
average utilisation and provide better performance per
dollar. The obvious solution is to use bigger links be-
tween servers and Top-of-Rack switches: in a 10Gbps
full-bisection network this means either 40Gbps links or
using multiple 10Gbps links (i.e. multihoming). This
technique improves performance: when few servers are
sending data, they can send many times faster. Unfor-
tunately, it is also very expensive: 40Gbps links are not
commodity yet and switches supporting them have small
port densities. Multihoming seems more viable economi-
cally, but even dual-homing requires doubling the number
of ToR switches in the network.

We propose GRIN, a simple change to existing data-
center networks where any free port existing in any server
is connected to a free port of another server in the same or
a neighboring rack. Servers can then communicate using
a path provided by the original topology, or via one of the
servers they are directly connected to. GRIN can function
seamlessly over existing datacenter networks, and the best
case benefits are obvious: for every additional port used,
a server can send 1 or 10 Gbps more traffic if the neigh-
bour’s uplink is idle. As modern NICs are often dual or
quad-ports, these additional interfaces should be already
available in most servers on the market. 2

We tested our GRIN implementation with various
workloads and applications, using both a small local clus-
ter and on 1000 EC2 hosts. GRIN can significantly
increase end-to-end application performance; a 2-port
GRIN setup speeds up HDFS, NFS, Spark and Cassandra
by a factor of two or more in certain scenarios. While un-
modified applications can benefit from GRIN, these gains
depend on the traffic pattern of the neighbouring servers.
Many datacenter apps run on multiple nodes, and schedul-
ing work across these is already an important component
for performance. We have modified a few such apps to
be GRIN-aware when taking their scheduling decisions
(namely HDFS, Hadoop and Spark [25]). By jointly op-
timising addressing, routing and applications, GRIN can
achieve performance similar to multihoming.

2 Problem Statement
To understand why full-bisection networks are under-
utilised most of the time, we measure the network utili-

2Our brief survey shows most adapters on the market are dual and
quad port, and price per port decreases significantly for multi-port NICs.



Figure 1: Network utilisation of a simple Map/Reduce job

sation of a small cluster of ten servers connected to non-
blocking switch and running a map-reduce job, a typical
datacenter application [8]. The servers run Hadoop word-
count over a collection of web pages (50GB) they store
at replication level 3, and we plot the individual network
throughput measured for each server in Figure 2.

In the map phase, there will be a small percentage of
tasks whose data is non-local ([26] estimates 1%-10%),
thus requiring filesystem reads from other servers, which
will be bottlenecked by the host NIC capacities, assum-
ing appropriate storage provisioning. The shuffle phase
will move the data generated by the mappers to the re-
ducers. The shuffle phase is notoriously bandwidth hun-
gry, but this depends on the number of reducers. In the
worst case, all servers are reducers and download data at
the same time, leading to an all-to-all traffic pattern that
fully utilises the network core—in fact, this is the main
motivation given for building full-bisection networks [3].
In practice, the number of reducers is an order of magni-
tude smaller then the number of mappers, and the shuffle
phase starts earlier for some servers, thus the core network
utilisation will be a lot smaller; still, some reducers will
be bottlenecked by their servers’ NIC. Finally, the output
of the reduce phase is written to disk leading to point-to-
point transfers, again bottlenecked by the host NIC.

We want to change existing topologies to allow hosts to
utilise as much of the idle parts of the network as possible
when other hosts are not active (in the map or output phase
of the job above, for example). Good solutions share the
following properties:
• Ability to scale: cost is a major factor that deter-

mines what is feasible to deploy in practice. Using
more server ports should increase performance and
incur little to no additional costs.
• Fairness and isolation: access to neighbour links

must be mediated such that each server gets a fair
share of the total bandwidth. Misbehaving servers
should be penalized, and they should not adversely
affect the performance of the network.
• Widely applicable: it should be possible to apply

the solution to existing or future networks.
• Incrementally deployable: it should be possible to

deploy the solutions on live datacenter networks with

minimal disruption. This implies hardware or soft-
ware changes to the network core (including rout-
ing algorithms) are out-of-scope. Further, upgrading
only a subnet should bring appropriate benefits.

Barring extensive changes to the original topology, the
most straightforward solution is to multihome servers by
using additional TOR switches. We add a TOR switch
for every additional server port (see Fig.2b), so that each
server is connected to each of the multiple TOR switches
from its rack. In order to keep the rest of the topology
unchanged, we evenly divide the uplinks of the original
TOR switch between all the local TOR switches. The re-
sulting topology is oversubscribed, but now each server
can potentially use much more bandwidth. Multihoming
brings additional costs in terms of switching equipment,
rack-space, energy usage and maintenance. As every ad-
ditional server port could require an extra switch, this so-
lution does not scale well with the number of server ports.

3 GRIN
Our solution is to interconnect servers directly using ad-
ditional ports (some of which are already installed, and
effectively free), while keeping the original topology un-
changed. Each pair of servers that are directly connected
in this manner become neighbours. Intuitively, when a
server does not need to use its main network interface, it
may allow one or more of its neighbours to “borrow” it,
by forwarding packets received from them (or packets ad-
dressed to them) to their final destination. This solution is
depicted in Figure 2c and we call it GRIN.

When a server wishes to transmit, it can use both its
uplink and the links leading to its neighbours. Conversely,
the destination can be reached through both its uplink and
via its neighbours. We call the links used to interconnect
servers, horizontal (or GRIN) links, and reserve the term
uplinks for those that connect servers to the switch in the
original topology. The network interface where the uplink
is connected becomes the primary interface of the server,
while the others are considered to be secondary interfaces.
If every server has n GRIN neighbours, we say that the
degree of the GRIN topology is equal to n.

Cabling. The baseline GRIN implementation relies on
servers being interconnected within the same rack. This is
the cheapest solution, and should work at even the high-
est link speeds. From a performance point of view, it is
best to connect those servers that usually do not need to
access the network at the same time, otherwise intercon-
nection will not bring major gains beyond improving local
throughput. Traditionally, distributed applications tend to
localize traffic within racks or pods (multiple racks) be-
cause inter-pod bandwidth used to be scarce. In such cases
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Figure 2: Enhancing a VL2 topology to improve network utilisation

and when nearby servers run the same distributed appli-
cation, we can enhance the application’s scheduler to be-
come GRIN aware (see §3.4). Whenever possible, we can
also connect servers from neighbouring racks. Cross-rack
cabling is more complex to wire but ensures better fault
tolerance to ToR switch failures.

Path Length. Most datacenter topologies have multiple
equal cost paths between servers. With GRIN, the set of
paths can grow to include elements consisting of increas-
ingly large number of hops. When choosing a path be-
tween two random servers, we can select (1) one of the
paths available in the original topology, (2) a path that
consists entirely of GRIN links, and (3) any number of
intermediate servers, and form a path using the concate-
nation of all intermediate paths.

A compromise must be found between limiting path
length and trying to make the most of the available net-
work capacity. One limitation is the fact that any path
should traverse at most two uplinks: once in the full-
bisection bandwidth network core, there is no reason for
traffic to be bounced via another “waypoint” server. Thus,
in a GRIN topology a path consists of three segments:
• the first horizontal segment, which is a group of

horizontal links going from the source to the server
whose uplink is used to reach the first switch
• the path taken from the first to the second uplink

through the original network core
• the second horizontal segment, which also consists

of a number of GRIN links and goes from the second
uplink to the destination server

A horizontal segment can also be empty; for example,
any path that was also available in the original topology
does not include any horizontal links. We use the term
horizontaln routing (or hn routing) to describe the fact
that in a given GRIN topology we are only interested in
paths which have horizontal segments of length at most n;
by this definition, the original topology uses h0 routing.

3.1 A strawman design

For GRIN to work, it needs five key components:
• An algorithm to assign addresses to horizontal GRIN

interfaces. We term these secondary addresses.
• Techniques to enable servers to discover secondary

addresses of other servers, so that they can use them
to send traffic.

• Ability to efficiently route traffic to secondary ad-
dresses via the appropriate neighbour.

• Ability to create paths spanning multiple horizontal
GRIN links.

• A mechanism to spread traffic over the multiple paths

Designing all these seems simple at first sight, and
a strawman solution is the following. First, assign
datacenter-unique addresses to secondary interfaces in a
different subnet from the uplinks to allow servers to dis-
tinguish primary and secondary addresses. To enable dis-
covery of secondary addresses, simply use DNS, assum-
ing it is already deployed in the datacenter: register a new
”A” record for every secondary interface of server s in the
DNS entry for s. Servers discover secondary interfaces by
running a DNS lookup.

Routing traffic to a secondary address via a neighbour
is trickier. The routing system needs to be informed of
the neighbours reachable via a server, and the straight-
forward solution is to run the datacenter routing proto-
col (e.g. OSPF) all the way down to the servers, and
have neighbour addresses announced in the routing sys-
tem. This solution is unwieldy: link-state protocols such
as OSPF do not scale well beyond a few thousand routers,
and pushing servers into OSPF breaks this boundary. Sec-
ondly, we need to significantly reconfigure the datacenter
routing protocol. Even assuming the routing system can
be upgraded, we still have the problem of routing via mul-
tiple horizontal links. For this to work, the source must
be able to specify a list of intermediary addresses for the
packet, and the simplest solution is to use loose source
routing. LSR support exists in most operating systems,
but it raises performance problems: it does not work well
with hardware offloading on some NICs, and LSR packets
could even find themselves on the slow path of routers.

One last mechanism is needed to spread traffic over the
available paths. As TCP is the de-facto standard trans-
port protocol in datacenter, the straightforward solution is
to pin each connection to one path (i.e. round robin), but
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there is a danger than a neighbour link is highly congested.
In such cases we should move traffic back to the uplink
quickly, which is easier said than done—to ensure proper
routing we need to change the addresses in the packets
which will break the TCP connection. To solve this prob-
lem we need to either change the host stack (add some sort
of mobility support) or modify the applications.
Towards a solution. The main conclusion arising from
the strawman solution above is that dealing with the sub-
problems in isolation is inefficient because one solution
affects many others. For instance, independent addressing
forces us to use unscalable routing schemes, and neigh-
bour discovery mechanisms might be redundant if we
have a mobility solution in the host stack.

That is why we take a holistic approach to design-
ing these mechanisms, co-optimising them to enable a
cheaper and easier to deploy solution. Our first insight
is that we could avoid source routing if we limit ourselves
to one horizontal hop after the source and one before the
destination (h1 routing). In a h1 network, the sender can
steer outgoing traffic over either the uplink or GRIN links
by simply placing them on the appropriate interface. To
route via a neighbour of the destination we leverage our
addressing scheme (described below). On the other hand,
h1 routing appears to have the least potential of actually
using spare network capacity. How much of an improve-
ment, if any, can be achieved by increasing the length of
horizontal segments? The results of our evaluation in sec-
tion 5.1, show that h1 routing utilises most of the capacity,
while being the cheapest from a forwarding point-of-view.
That is why we focus on h1 routing alone in our solution.

The two main building blocks of GRIN, described next,
are an addressing scheme that works without changes to
the routing system, and using Multipath TCP to efficiently
utilise network capacity.

3.2 GRIN addressing

To solve the routing system scalability issues, we relate
the assignment of secondary addresses with the addresses
of the uplinks, as follows. All network addresses addr are
split into two meaningful groups of bits: the most signifi-
cant 24 bits are the server identifier, I(addr), which must
be unique in the datacenter. The last 8 bits represent the
GRIN identifier G(addr), which is set to 1 for primary
interfaces and larger values for secondary interfaces.

The address of a secondary interface has the same iden-
tifier as the address of the primary interface of the neigh-
bour it connects to; the only difference is the GRIN iden-
tifier. Formally, for any server s, let ups be the address
used by its primary interface and ns be the number of

A	   C	  B	  

10.0.2.1	  
	  

10.0.1.1	  
	  

10.0.3.1	  

10.0.1.2	   10.0.1.3	  
10.0.2.2	   10.0.3.2	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  server	  iden1fier	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  grin	  id 	  	  
	  0000	  1010	  	  0000	  0000	  0000	  0010	  0000	  0001	  
	  

Figure 3: Grin Address Assignment Algorithm

neighbours s has connected with already; ns is zero when
we start the address assignment algorithm. To connect
server t to server s, the address of the secondary interface
is grint,s and has the following structure:

I(grint,s) = I(ups) G(grint,s) = 1 + ns

Given a secondary address, we can infer the primary
address of its neighbour by merely substituting the least
significant byte with 1. This scheme also provides an
easy way to differentiate between multiple secondary in-
terfaces connected to same neighbour s, because ns will
increase after each subsequent interconnection.

Consider the example in Figure 3, where there are
two additional network ports available on each server.
Initially we choose to connect servers A and B. Since
upA = 10.0.1.1 and upB = 10.0.2.1, we will assign the
address 10.0.2.2 to grinA,B and 10.0.1.2 to grinB,A (be-
cause both nA and nB are 0 initially). Now nA = 1, and
nC = 0, so if we interconnect servers A and C grinA,C

will be 10.0.3.2, and grinC,A will be 10.0.1.3.
Routing is greatly simplified with this addressing

scheme: a simple router configuration change should be
enough for most networks to be adapted to GRIN. In fact,
many networks already assign subnets instead of individ-
ual addresses to servers, to support direct addressing for
virtual machines running on them. Finally, the servers
will need to be configured to forward traffic they receive
for their neighbours. Our addressing scheme sacrifices
8 bits for the GRIN identifier, supporting 254 horizontal
links. The remaining 24 bits can uniquely identify up to
16 million servers. Fewer bits can be used for GRIN links
(e.g. 4) to support a larger number of servers.

3.3 Packet Forwarding
To implement GRIN we can reuse forwarding support
provided by modern OSes. Linux, for instance, peaks at a
rate of about 570Kpps in our tests. This is good enough
for gigabit links, or even at 10 Gbps with jumbo frames,
but cannot really keep up as NICs become faster.

Can we do better? When processing packets for
its GRIN neighbours, a server is fulfilling three main
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Figure 4: Simple GRIN1 Setup

functions: identification of packets intended for another
server, rewriting some header fields and forwarding the
result. For packet identification, we can leverage hard-
ware filtering capabilities present in modern NICs which
allow packets to be received on different queues based on
various discriminants, such as destination address. With
IP forwarding, each server must write at least the MAC
source and destination addresses in the packet. As no
hardware support exists for IP forwarding in commodity
NICs, this operation must be performed in software.

In theory, GRIN allows us to avoid this extra work by
using bridging instead of forwarding. In this context,
bridging means simply passing a packet from one inter-
face to another, without doing any kind of software pro-
cessing on it. The origin server knows the MAC address
of the next IP hop for a packet. In an L2 network this
is the primary interface of the destination (if the packet
is heading for a primary address) or the primary interface
of one of the destination’s neighbours. For a L3 network,
the next hop is the designated first router. In both cases,
we use ARP to find the proper MAC address, as the IP
address is already known (directly from the packet for L2
and by configuration for L3).

This concept is presented in Figure 4: servers A and
B are neighbours, and the default gateway for B’s uplink
traffic is routerR. WhenA sends a packet toC, with basic
forwarding the packet will have the destination IP address
Dip(p) = c1 and destination MAC address Dmac(p) =
mac(b2). The latter will change over the following hops,
first to mac(r1) and, eventually, mac(c1). With bridging,
the packet leaves A with Dip(p) = c1 and Dmac(p) =
mac(r1); it can findmac(r1) by sending an ARP request.
B can simply pass the packet to the uplink upon reception;
the original contents are enough to steer it towardC, since
the router knows how to reach c1.

If p is sent to a secondary interface of C, for example
c2, that is connected to a server D, then there is one more
significant step to be mentioned. The packet will leave
A, and reach R as in the previous case. The routers are
configured to send packets with secondary destination ad-
dresses to the appropriate neighbour (D for c2, in this ex-
ample). Once p reaches serverD, it can be placed directly
on the link which is connected to c2, based on the destina-
tion IP address. As C receives p, it will have to ignore the

incorrect destination MAC address (the last change to this
field was made by the router before D). We consider this
behaviour to be acceptable, as secondary interfaces only
receive packets from their neighbours.

In summary, h1 routing allows GRIN to not only
avoid source routing, but also IP forwarding: intermediate
servers can just copy packets between interfaces without
“touching” them. Modern commodity 10Gbps NICs (e.g.
based on the popular Intel 82599 chipset) already have a
simple hardware switch, but it can only move frames be-
tween different queues of a single NIC in the tx→rx sce-
nario; GRIN needs to pass packets from one rx queue of
an interface to a tx queue of another interface (the two in-
terfaces will likely belong to the same multi-port card).
With this in place, we could eliminate forwarding over-
head altogether. Until hardware support is available, we
continue to rely on Linux forwarding for our implementa-
tion, described in Section 4, where we also present a pro-
totype that shows the viability of the bridging solution.

3.4 Efficiently using GRIN Topologies

TCP binds a connection to a single NIC, so several paral-
lel TCP connections are needed to utilise the GRIN links
available via neighbours. However, according to measure-
ments there are few large (“elephant”) flows at any time
on a given server [9]; simply adding more NICs should
not bring significant performance benefits for most appli-
cations over regular TCP. Changing every application to
spread data over multiple TCP connections is not feasi-
ble: such changes are complex, and there is too much to
be changed.

GRIN enables unmodified apps to opportunistically
increase their network performance by using Multipath
TCP [19]. MPTCP allows a transport connection to grow
beyond one NIC (the uplink) and effectively utilise the
neighbours’ spare capacity. MPTCP also provides dy-
namic load-balancing across paths: when a path is con-
gested (e.g. via a neighbour) traffic will be automatically
shifted to less congested paths [24]. While MPTCP is just
one of many possible multi-path forwarding designs, we
consider it an ideal enabler for a lightweight implemen-
tation, that does not warrant any changes to user applica-
tions or the network itself (beyond horizontal links).
Path selection algorithm. Let’s see how MPTCP works
over a GRIN network. In the example from Fig. 3, assume
the only GRIN links are those shown, and that server B
wants to send data to serverC. The connection begins like
regular TCP between the primary interfaces of the two
servers. After the initial handshake is complete, server
B will be notified via the MPTCP address advertisement
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mechanism of any additional addresses it can use to con-
tact server C—this mechanism enables neighbour discov-
ery without needing DNS at all.

The set of additional addresses for server C will con-
sist of only one element, 10.0.1.3. Server B will then
attempt to establish a full mesh of subflows between its
own addresses (both primary and secondary) and those
just received. Thus, we can rely on MPTCP to deal with
path selection, and only add small tweaks to the process,
as mentioned in Section 4. How soon should we use
the additional paths? The easiest answer is to setup ad-
ditional subflows as soon as address advertisment com-
pletes, but this might not always be desirable, especially
for short flows—sending few packets over a different sub-
flow raises the probability of a timeout, in case one of the
packets gets lost. To protect small flows our implementa-
tion uses a configurable threshold, sending all bytes below
that via the uplink (100KB for a 1Gbps network); MPTCP
will use the other subflows thereafter.

3.5 GRIN-aware applications

A downside of opportunistic usage is the probability than
two neighbours will be using their uplinks at the same
time; the busier the network is, the higher this probability.
However, most datacenter applications have centralized
schedulers that decide how to partition the work across
the many workers in the system. We can gain performance
comparable to multihoming solutions without the associ-
ated costs if we modify application schedulers to take into
account GRIN links. We have implemented such optimi-
sations for Hadoop, HDFS and Spark [25].

Scatter-gather applications (such as web search) open
multiple TCP connections from a frontend server to mul-
tiple backend servers. They are bottlenecked by the fron-
tend server’s NIC, and susceptible to the “incast” prob-
lem [22]. Scatter-gather apps can be easily optimised for
GRIN: they just should disable MPTCP and “pin” dif-
ferent TCP flows onto the different available paths for
best performance. We have optimised a synthetic scatter-
gather frontend server to spread its connections evenly
across the GRIN neighbours, thus increasing the total
buffer size available to the frontend. We present experi-
mental results for GRIN-aware applications in § 5.6.

4 Implementation

The GRIN implementation works with a MPTCP-enabled
Linux kernel and mainly deals with address assignment
to secondary interfaces in user-space. We have also made

minor changes to the MPTCP kernel in order to improve
performance and prevent some unwanted interactions.

The GRIN addressing scheme allows us to use any rout-
ing mechanism that was already in place in the original
topology, as long as the original addresses can be adapted
to the new structure. The assignment itself relies on pre-
existing mechanisms, e.g. DHCP.

To automatically configure secondary interfaces, we
have implemented a simple server that runs on every com-
puter. It only serves requests that arrive on GRIN inter-
faces, and its primary functionality is the dissemination
of proper secondary addresses to neighbours. After the
endpoints of a horizontal link exchange addresses in this
manner, each server also adds the required information to
the local routing tables. There are two such entries needed
per neighbour: one to designate it as the default gateway
for all traffic leaving that particular secondary interface,
and another to state that the address of the remote end-
point is reachable via the same interface. Additionally, we
use Proxy ARP to make servers reply to ARP requests for
their neighbours’ secondary interfaces, while also making
them ignore queries for their own such interfaces.

The first change we made to the MPTCP kernel is re-
lated to subflow initiation. Establishing a full mesh, espe-
cially for higher GRIN degrees, would setup a very large
number of subflows, which is often undesirable. The de-
fault behavior for GRIN is to establish the smallest num-
ber of subflows such that every horizontal link is used
at least once. Thus, in a GRIN topology with degree n,
MPTCP will establish n additional subflows. There is
also the option of specifying a certain number of subflows,
which are going to be selected at random in a manner con-
sistent with the goals of the default behaviour. Another
modification was to adjust the MPTCP subflow selection
process, which decides what subflow to use when send-
ing each particular packet. In most situations, we want to
send data using the direct subflow whenever its conges-
tion window allows it. MPTCP selects the subflow with
the smallest RTT when multiple subflows could send a
packet, but the RTT estimation alone is noisy and might
sent packets on horizontal links even when the uplink is
idle. That is why we added bias in favor of the direct
connection: the estimated RTT of the uplink is halved for
comparison purposes.

Bridged implementation. We have also implemented the
prototype of a bridged GRIN1 topology that uses netmap
[20] as a stand-in for the missing hardware functionality.
Outgoing packets that are heading to a primary interface
receive no special treatment. For all others, we make sure
that the MAC destination address field contains the L2
address of the proper gateway. For both primary and sec-
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ondary NICs, we use ethtool to enable ntuple filtering and
add filters that make sure any packet destined for the local
server arrives on rx queue 0, while all others are received
on queue 1. Finally, the netmap bridge ensures that pack-
ets received on queue 0 of each NIC are sent to the host
TCP stack and packets coming from the host stack are sent
using tx queue 0. Also, packets received on rx queue 1 of
any interface are simply sent to tx queue 1 of the other in-
terface. This could easily be extended to work with higher
GRIN degrees by using an additional rx/tx pair of queues
for each secondary interface added.

For the setup in Figure 4, when a packet p going from
a2 to c1 reaches B, it will be placed in rx queue 1, be-
cause Dip(p) 6= ip(b2), the netmap bridge will transfer
it to tx queue 1 of b1. The switch will direct the packet
towards r1, based on the destination MAC address, and
fromR it will make its way to the destination. We used the
routing implementation in our evaluation because netmap
does not support hardware offload when exchanging pack-
ets with the Linux TCP stack, affecting performance.

5 Evaluation

This section starts with an analysis of the effect hn rout-
ing can have on GRIN’s ability to utilise spare capacity—
the result led us to choose h1 routing and build our solu-
tion around it. We continue by evaluating the performance
benefits of GRIN, both in synthetic scenarios and for real
applications. We also include an assessment of the po-
tential negative impact that GRIN may have in terms of
fairness, latency and forwarding overhead. This can be
especially important for opportunistic usage.

5.1 How many horizontal hops are needed?

The advantages of h1 routing in terms of reduced com-
plexity are obvious, but is there anything we lose by using
it? We intend to find out if there is any correlation be-
tween the maximum allowed path length and the amount
of capacity that can be discovered. We model a GRIN
topology as racks of computers connected to a single, suf-
ficiently large switch. The computers are interconnected
using a variable number of GRIN links (1 to 6), and the
entire setup is represented as a directed graph.

We are interested in the maximum network capacity
that can be utilised in each case. Given a set of source-
destination pairs , we use GLPK [1] to solve the maximum
multi-commodity flow problem which gives the optimal
solution and is a hard upper bound on usable capacity. We
also solve a couple of specializations to MCF in which we
restrict the number of horizontal hops to emulate the best

we can do with the corresponding hn strategy. Due to
computational complexity, our network model consisted
of six twenty server racks. We run experiments vary-
ing the GRIN degree, the maximum number of horizontal
hops (h1, h2 and no limit), and the traffic pattern:
• permutation traffic: each active server sends data to a

single destination, and each destination receives data
from a single source.

• group traffic: servers are randomly assigned to
groups such that every group contains the same num-
ber of servers. One server is randomly chosen from
each group as the destination for the other group
members.

• all-to-all traffic: each active server sends data to ev-
ery other active server.

• random traffic: the endpoints of every connection are
chosen at random.

The results show the total flow is proportional to both
the number of active connections and the GRIN degree.
There are also two interesting observations. First, the dif-
ference between h1 and the optimal solution is modest:
at most 32% for GRIN6 and permutation traffic. On av-
erage, across all experiments, the difference between h1
and optimal is just 7%. Also, the difference between the
optimal solution and h2 is seldom more than 1%.

Unfortunately, optimal placement of flows to paths is
impossible to achieve, so it’s quite hard to form an expec-
tation of real-world behavior based on these results. Any
MPTCP connection will only use a limited number sub-
flows in order to prevent performance degradation [24].
Also, it’s not usually possible to make informed decisions
about flow placement in real time; instead flows are spread
over multiple random paths and congestion control bal-
ances traffic to get the most out of the network.

To capture these effects, we devised another perfor-
mance estimation procedure: for a given network and traf-
fic matrix, we start by building the complete set of paths
between any source and destination. The length of a path
is defined as the number of horizontal segments it con-
tains, with one exception: if a path is made of a single
horizontal segment, then its length is zero. The shortest
path that goes through the switch is called the direct path.
For each connection, we randomly select up to 16 paths
(a relatively large number) without replacement and add
them to the chosen path set; the direct path is always in-
cluded. We try to assign the largest possible flow to each
element of this set, in ascending order of length. This is
done by finding the path segment with the least amount of
available capacity, and then using that value to fill the en-
tire path. We applied this method to the same input data as
before. We also considered h3 routing, as without optimal
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GRIN degree
% 1 2 3 4 5 6

10 23/23 30/30 39/40 49/52 55/65 61/70
21/21 29/29 37/33 39/37 41/39 43/42

20 41/41 56/56 65/70 80/90 92/108 101/118
38/38 50/49 61/56 64/60 66/63 68/66

30 57/57 71/71 85/92 103/116 114/136 118/143
52/52 65/65 77/72 81/77 83/80 85/84

40 65/65 88/88 106/114 112/131 131/153 136/160
63/63 78/78 91/85 93/89 95/93 97/96

50 75/75 100/101 120/128 122/139 135/159 140/163
73/73 88/89 100/95 103/99 105/103 107/105

60 87/87 110/110 119/134 129/154 137/169 141/174
83/83 97/99 107/103 109/107 112/110 114/113

70 95/95 121/122 122/134 131/158 140/170 149/192
92/92 103/106 112/110 114/113 118/117 120/120

Figure 5: Hop Analysis Results for Permutation Traffic

placement, h2 may no longer be sufficient.
The results are surprising: h1 provides better results in

most experiments, and the increase is larger as the GRIN
degree increases. This behaviour reflects the fact that
h2 and h3 routing increase contention on horizontal links
which leads to more collisions. In the MCF analysis, this
effect was offset by the very large number of paths used
and exhaustive search used by h2 and h3.

Fig. 5 shows detailed evaluation results for permutation
traffic. The leftmost column represents the percentage of
active servers from each experiment. The first row of each
cell shows the maximum flow for h1 and h2, respectively,
as computed by MCF. The second row has values obtained
using our alternative evaluation procedure (h1 / h2). We
focus on permutation traffic as it exhibits the largest dif-
ferences in both cases (worst relative behaviour for h1).

The maximum flow is not included because it is very
well approximated by h2. Note that the total flow values
can be larger than 120 (the total number of uplinks) be-
cause some connections can be established over entirely
horizontal paths. The largest differences between h1 and
h2 on the first row appear for GRIN degrees unlikely to be
encountered in practice. On the second, there are only a
few instances where h2 is marginally better. We conclude
that h1 is the best solution given our constraints.

For other traffic patterns, the differences between h2
and h1 are smaller than with MCF, and h1 gives better
performance when measured with our alternative method.

5.2 Experimental setup
We deployed our implementation on a small local clus-
ter of ten servers directly connected to a switch to exam-
ine real-world application performance. Each server has a
Xeon E5645 processor, 16 GB of RAM, a quad-port giga-
bit NIC (one port is used for management) and a dual-port
10Gbps NIC. In our testbed, we can build 1Gbps GRIN1
and GRIN2 topologies and a 10Gbps GRIN1 topology.

We use both gigabit and ten gigabit networks in our

evaluation. Gigabit links to servers are still in wide use
today, and GRIN can offer an immediate and much needed
increase in performance for deployed networks assuming
extra server ports are available. Our ten gigabit tests aim
to establish is GRIN is also applicable to newer networks
that use 10Gbps links to the servers.

The small size of the testbed prevented us from build-
ing a useful multihomed setup; even if the bandwidth con-
straints could be enforced, we could only have at most two
racks of five servers each which would allow communica-
tion at double speed with half of the servers in the testbed.
An upper bound is provided instead by simply doubling
the results obtained in the original setup.

We also deployed a larger GRIN1 topology on 1000
Amazon EC2 c3.large instances that allows us get an im-
pression of our solution’s scalability in practice. The in-
stances ran in an Amazon VPC (Virtual Private Cloud),
which offers the illusion of an L2 network, with small
adjustments to the implementation as proxy ARP did not
work in this setting. When dealing with L2 address res-
olution for secondary interfaces in the kernel, we instead
issue an ARP request for the primary address of the corre-
sponding neighbour (which can be easily computed based
on the GRIN addressing scheme).

By default, each instance comes with one ENI (elas-
tic network interface), but more (up to three for c3.large)
can be added. The first is used for management purposes,
the second is the considered the uplink, and the last plays
the role of secondary interface. However, unlike regular
NICs, all these share the same physical link. We employ
dummynet [7] to add bandwidth limitations adding up to
less than the maximum available for a single instance, in
order to achieve virtual separation. The limit for each in-
terface is set to 100Mbps. At higher speeds, our dum-
mynet configuration led to erratic behaviour.

Finally, to understand the basic properties of GRIN
across a wider range of parameters than feasible in prac-
tice, we used simulation in htsim, a scalable packet level
simulator. This has the advantage of giving very precise
results and allows us to study reasonably large networks,
but doesn’t account for factors outside of the transport
protocol itself and cannot be used to evaluate applications.
Our simulations were based on the same 120 server topol-
ogy described in the previous section. Increasing network
sizes up to tenfold provides qualitatively similar results,
however it takes substantially longer to run.

5.3 Basic performance
To understand how GRIN works in practice, we begin our
tests with synthetic traffic patterns that we can easily rea-
son about. We use the same patterns described our hop-

8



 0.5

 1

 1.5

 2

 2.5

 3

 10  20  30  40  50  60  70
Hosts sending (%)

Original
G1
G2
G3
MH

(a) Simulation, 120 servers

 0.5

 1

 1.5

 2

 2.5

 3

 10  20  30  40  50  60  70
Hosts sending (%)

(b) EC2, 1000 servers

 0.5

 1

 1.5

 2

 2.5

 3

 10  20  30  40  50  60  70
Hosts sending (%)

2x Original

(c) Testbed 1Gbps network

 0.5

 1

 1.5

 2

 2.5

 3

 10  20  30  40  50  60  70
Hosts sending (%)

(d) Testbed 10Gbps network

Figure 6: GRIN improves performance by 50% to 150% for Random traffic.

count evaluation, namely permutation, random, group and
all-to-all, and run the experiments in both simulation, on
Amazon EC2 on 1000 servers and on our local testbed
with gigabit and 10 gigabit networks. In all cases we run
the baseline and GRIN1. In simulation we also run mul-
tihoming, and GRIN3, which we view as an upper bound
of the number of ports that GRIN may use in practice.

In Figure 6 we present the results for random traffic as
we vary the percent of active servers from 10% to 70%.
One thing to keep in mind is that, due to the small size
of our local testbed, connections between neighbours will
happen more often, and the results will appear better over-
all. Finally, to allow easy comparison between graphs, we
normalize the resulting throughput measurements to that
of the original topology (941Mbps for the 1Gbps network,
9960Mbps for 10Gbps and 100Mbps for EC2).

The results show that, as expected, lower percentages
of active servers lead to significantly better results for
GRIN topologies. Performance improvements are smaller
as more servers become active, GRIN2 and GRIN3 per-
formance is better than multihoming until 40% of servers
are active, and match it after that.

Note that the simulation results are matched very well
by EC2 results and are qualitatively similar to the testbed
results, giving us confidence in our evaluation. The EC2
results underline the scalability of our solution: a real-life
deployment of GRIN1 can smoothly run on 1000 servers.
Running GRIN at 10Gbps is also worthwhile, doubling
the throughput when few servers are active. The results
for permutation traffic are similar; the interested reader
can refer to [2] for details.

We next turn to all-to-all traffic, a pattern mimicking
the shuffle phase of map-reduce. When running this ex-
periment on EC2 we ensure that no server initiates or
receives more than 20 concurrent connections to reduce
the effects of incast. The results in Figure 7 show that
every additional port used with GRIN brings close to
100% performance improvement when few hosts are ac-
tive. Multihoming is almost always dominated by GRIN2
and GRIN3, however it outperforms GRIN1. As ex-

pected, the testbed results are better. The EC2 results ac-
curately track those obtained in simulation.

Finally, the group connection matrix simulates scatter-
gather communication. This is the most favorable situ-
ation for GRIN topologies, because the large number of
sources will fill every link of the receiving server. The re-
sults are consistent across both simulation and actual im-
plementation: we get close to the optimal throughput.
Short flows. We also wanted to find out when GRIN starts
to offer benefits if we have fixed-size transfers, assuming
there is no contention anywhere in the network. We ran a
series of tests using a simple client-server program which
requests and then receives a certain number of bytes. The
results for the 1Gbps network are shown in Figure 8, and
reveal that we need to transmit data on the order hundreds
of kilobytes before any sizeable gain becomes apparent
for a single connection. That is why we have set the mul-
tipath threshold to 100KB in our implementation for this
scenario. Also, for smaller transfers (between 15-75K),
GRIN may add at most 200µs to the completion time.
This issue is caused by the way data is distributed among
subflows. At 10Gbps, the threshold increases to 20MB.

5.4 Opportunistic Usage
GRIN can be used opportunistically by simply deploying
it and running applications. We deployed a number of
real-world applications on a 1Gbps network, where GRIN
can have an immediate impact.

The first application is an NFS [16] server. Our goal
was to measure the time it took to read every file from an
exported directory. We varied the filesize from one exper-
iment to another, while ensuring their aggregate size was
2GB. As can be seen in Figure 9, throughput improvement
is directly proportional to filesize. After a certain point,
each file is large enough to make the request overhead al-
most negligible in relation to the actual transfer duration.

Another application we considered is HDFS[21]. This
is a natural choice for any GRIN setup because it involves
handling large amounts of data, so we potentially have
a lot to gain in terms of performance. One server was
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Figure 7: GRIN improves performance by 80% to 250% in the All-to-all traffic pattern.

used to host the NameNode, 8 were running DataNodes,
and the last one acted as a client. We measured the time
needed to transfer a 4GB file from HDFS to local stor-
age. With GRIN1 we got the best possible result, as the
file transfered almost twice as fast. The switch to GRIN2
however, did not bring the threefold increase in speed we
were hoping for. This was apparently caused by the java
process becoming CPU bound. When we requested two
transfers in parallel, each process ran on a different core
and every network interface was fully utilised.

Next, we wanted to see if GRIN can bring any bene-
fits to virtual machine migration. We installed the Xen
Hypervisor[5] version 4.2 on several servers running our
modified version of the MPTCP kernel. The virtual ma-
chine created for the experiments had 4GB of RAM, and
its disk image was shared by an network block device
server. The metric used during each test was the time
required to migrate the VM to another server. Our first
attempts, using the xl toolstack, met with failure because
it uses ssh to send migration data, which incurs a hefty
overhead, so the network is no longer a bottleneck. We
got the best results by switching to xm, which uses plain
TCP. In this case, using GRIN1 increased migration speed
by around 60%, while GRIN2 doubled it.

The last application in our 1Gbps test suite was Apache
Cassandra[14]. We started a Cassandra cluster consisting
of 9 servers, while the last one acted as client. Our goal
was to use the Cassandra-stress tool to measure the time
required to write a constant amount of data in different cir-
cumstances. We used the default values for most parame-
ter, only changing the number of columns to 10, and then
varying the size of each column and the numbers of keys
inserted such that the total transfer size was around 2GB.
The relation between column size and request completion
time is presented in Figure 10. Somewhat unsurprisingly,
the way parameters combine o determine the amount of
data per row is what matters most in terms of perfor-
mance. The operations complete much more quickly for
a smaller number of larger rows. Increasing the number
of columns while decreasing the number of rows will also
lead to better results, but not to the same extent as using

larger rather than more columns.
10Gbps networks. Regular applications don’t scale
nearly as well as the iperf experiments do at 10Gbps, even
with jumbo frames and hardware offload functionality en-
abled. Thus, we focused on a few apps have high band-
width requirements and are fast enough to take advantage
from it: the NFS, HDFS and Spark [25].

With NFS, the server hosts a single 12 GB file which
can be transfered by one client in around 10 seconds with
GRIN disabled, and a little less than that with one sec-
ondary interface enabled. GRIN does not help because
the client is CPU-bound. If two clients attempt to trans-
fer the same file simultaneously over a GRIN1 network,
they both finish in around 10.5 seconds, implying that the
server was able to fully utilise both its 10Gbps interfaces.

We used a variable number of Spark workers, con-
nected to a single-node DFS deployment, to count the oc-
currences of a string in the same 12GB file. At first, GRIN
is disabled. A single worker completes the task in 14.5
seconds on average. We need two workers to reduce to
time to 10.5 seconds, which is very close to the duration
of the data transfer, so we can consider the computation to
be finally network-bound. With GRIN1 enabled for both
workers, the completion time drops to 7.5 seconds. By
starting a third one we can improve this result to around
5.5 seconds, and Spark is now network-limited.

5.5 Perils of Opportunistic GRIN Usage
There are a number of issues that may be caused by the
transition to a GRIN topology. The additional flows may
increase buffer pressure and overall latency, while servers
could find themselves competing with neighbours for their
own uplinks. Our main goal in this regard is to do no
worse than the original topology. To deal with these
two issues we employ a simple priority scheme, based on
DSCP. Each direct flow receives a high-priority codepoint
(such as EF), while secondary flows retain the default low
value. We rely on iperf to test the fair use of uplinks,
and on a simple client-server program to measure the la-
tency of small transfers. GRIN specific contention may
happen in two distinct situations: server-local when mul-
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tiple flows use the uplink and at the switch, on the egress
port leading to a particular server. In order to honor DSCP
markings locally, servers use a priority-aware queuing dis-
cipline, such as PRIO in Linux. Our experiments show
that a single, high-priority flow is able to fully utilise the
uplink, regardless of the presence of low priority flows.

An idle 10Gbps link takes 100µs on average to transfer
1KB, and 140µs for 100KB with TCP. When competing
with several running iperf connections without priorities,
the transfer time increases to around 1.8ms in both situ-
ations. With the PRIO qdisc, it decreases to 350µs for
1KB and 400µs for 100K. On the downlink, the transfer
time grows in both cases to around 2.4ms without priority.
If we add priority and configure the switch to discrimi-
nate based on DSCP marking, the latency drops to around
110µs and 160µs, respectively.

Does enabling GRIN slow down resource-intensive lo-
cal applications? Our tests show that GRIN forwarding
does not impact storage bound apps, but it is interesting
to examine CPU bound and memory bound scenarios.

We ran three resource-intensive applications, Linux
kernel compilation, video transcoding and a memcache
server, on one of our 6-core Xeon servers. Where rele-
vant, we use a ram disk for persistent storage. Running
time is the metric for kernel compilation and transcoding.
For memcache, we preload 220 keys with corresponding
60 byte values, and then measure the number of requests
that can be fulfilled during 20 second intervals. The re-
quests are generated by 60 local threads that connect3 to
the server using UNIX sockets.

The first two lines from the results in Figure 11 show
that running the app on five cores gives near-identical per-
formance regardless of whether the sixth core is idle or
forwarding traffic bidirectionally at 10Gbps: if we can
spare a core for forwarding, there will be negligible im-
pact on all other apps. The last two lines show the over-
head when we run the app on all cores: here forwarding
decreases application performance by 9%-13%.

We stress, however, that in many cases clusters of com-
puters are dedicated to one distributed application (e.g.
web-search) to avoid bad performance interactions. In

such cases the side-effects of forwarding are irrelevant
as long as the application as a whole runs faster. In the
next section we describe results with GRIN-aware appli-
cations where the total completion time is reduced despite
the negative effect of forwarding.

5.6 GRIN-aware applications
One simple and very effective optimisation is to schedule
bandwidth intensive jobs onto servers that are not direct
GRIN neighbors. We have optimised HDFS for reads by
placing replicas of the same block in this manner. When a
read request comes in, the scheduler replies with the least-
recently accessed server that has a replica, and records
that the server and his neighbor were “accessed”.

We deployed the optimised version of HDFS on 1000
EC2 instances. In each experiment we used a fraction of
the nodes to transfer a 400MB file from HDFS to local
storage. We used a replication factor of three and a block
size equal to 140MB. The results, found in Figure 12,
compare the default implementation of HDFS, HDFS run-
ning over GRIN1 and, finally, HDFS optimised for GRIN.
The results show that running HDFS opportunistically im-
proves download time on average by 14%, and running
optimised HDFS brings a 28% improvement. The results
also show that, as expected, the optimised version is supe-
rior at higher loads, where the probability of GRIN neigh-
bours to be active is much higher.

Next, we optimised Hadoop and Spark by changing the
job placement algorithm to avoid scheduling mappers and
reducers on neighbour nodes, whenever possible. We ran
Spark to run the same string occurrence problem in a large
24GB file over the 1Gbps network. Two HDFS nodes
store the data and two Spark nodes do the actual process-
ing. Without GRIN, the total execution time is around
111 seconds. Even if all nodes are clumped up together,
using GRIN1 brings the execution time down to 106 sec-
onds. This is caused by a somewhat uneven distribution
of the data (one node holds 11G and the other 13G).
Since the application can process it pretty fast, GRIN al-
lows one server to help the other out after it finishes send-
ing all the local data. With optimisations enabled, every
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kernel memcache transcode
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Figure 11: GRIN forwarding brings lit-
tle overheads if resource-hungry apps
run on separate cores from forwarding.
In the worst case, the overhead is 13%
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Figure 13: Optimising scatter-gather
apps for GRIN

node has an idle neighbour, and the execution time drops
to around 54.5s. A similar optimisation for Hadoop re-
duces the overall shuffle duration by 20%.

A GRIN topology could also be used to lessen the ef-
fects of incast by leveraging the additional switch buffers
available at neighbors. In this case, it makes no sense to
spread data over multiple paths with MPTCP.

Instead, the frontend can disable MPTCP and split its
connections over its uplink and GRIN interfaces in a
round-robin fashion. To test this optimisation, we used
synthetic scatter-gather application to periodically request
data from multiple sources. Figure 13 shows the behav-
ior encountered when one server simultaneously requests
30KB of data over 27 persistent connections, evenly dis-
tributed among the nine remaining servers. There are 50
rounds of transfers, each being followed by a 300ms wait-
ing period. Here we compare the original topology with
a GRIN2 setup using MPTCP and another one using the
incast optimisation. For each case, we plot the CDF of
transfer times. Incast mode provides dramatic improve-
ments, reducing the mean by two orders of magnitude.

6 Related Work
A preliminary version of this paper has appeared as [2].
Various solutions have been proposed for increasing core
utilisation in full bisection networks, such as MPTCP [17]
or Hedera [4]. These, however, aim to make full-bisection
topologies behave like a non-blocking switch by routing
flows in the network to avoid collisions.

Other approaches, such as Flyways [12] or C-Through
[23], are based on augmenting an oversubscribed network
with additional communication channels that can be used
to improve throughput between different groups of servers
when the initial latency is not an issue. They try to create
the illusion of full bisection in oversubscribed networks;
however, the network activity of a single server is still lim-
ited by its uplink.

Using datacenter servers to forward traffic is not a new
idea. In fact, topologies such as DCell[11] or BCube[10]
rely on servers having multiple ports, and most forward-
ing is done by the servers themselves. However, these pro-
posals are very difficult to wire, involve complex routing

schemes and impose a great forwarding effort on servers.
These drawbacks have prevented adoption in practice.
GRIN borrows the idea of server routing but uses it in
a very simple setup where wiring and routing are trivial,
while inherently limiting the amount of forwarded traffic.

Proposals such as ServerSwitch [15] show how for-
warding can be implemented in the NIC, without involv-
ing the host; such proposals would prevent GRIN for-
warding from interfering with host applications.

7 Conclusions
As long as the network is the main bottleneck, wiring up
free server ports with GRIN is a simple yet powerful so-
lution to increase the amount of bandwidth available to
end-hosts. It is cheap and feasible to implement over al-
most any topology used today, and this can be done in an
incremental fashion. While full-bisection networks show
the most potential, we believe it can also be used with
oversubscribed networks as long as there still is signifi-
cant underutilisation.

Even when the additional network ports are not “free”,
GRIN can offer an interesting trade-off where we get more
capacity out of the network by investing at the edge. There
is also the possibility of trading additional cabling costs
and complexity to alleviate ToR-level congestion. The
server forwarding overhead can be considered an issue in
certain opportunistic usage scenarios, but we argue that
it can be eliminated altogether with proper hardware sup-
port. Moreover, making distributed applications GRIN-
aware can significantly diminish any possible shortcom-
ing of the setup. GRIN offers better peak performance,
is cheaper, and scales better than alternative solutions like
multihoming.
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