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Exploring Autonomous System Numbers
by Geoff Huston, APNIC

So what are Autonomous System Numbers (ASNs), and what role 
do they play in the technology of the Internet? This article explores 
the role of ASNs as a critical element of the Internet routing archi-

tecture. We will first explore how the AS number space is structured, 
examine how ASNs are used in the interdomain routing environment 
and then look at the consumption rate of these numbers, and finally 
examine our options when we get to the point of likely ASN pool ex-
haustion. However, in order to put this into context, a brief overview 
of Internet routing architecture follows.

Internet Routing Architecture
Internet routing architecture is structured as a two-level hierarchy. The 
environment is first partitioned into domains with each domain us-
ing an internal routing environment. These network domains use an 
interior routing protocol (commonly referred to as an Interior Gate-
way Protocol [IGP]), which maintains a complete mapping set for the 
current internal topology of the domain, together with the set of “best 
paths” between any two points within the network domain. Although 
this approach of having a routing protocol automatically maintaining 
a comprehensive view of the current topology can be made to work 
within even quite large routing domains, such an approach does not 
scale to the size of the entire Internet. Fine-grained topology infor-
mation is useful only in “local” situations, and is best omitted when 
forming a larger view of the network. Commonly used interior routing 
protocols include Open Shortest Path First (OSPF), Intermediate Sys-
tem-to-Intermediate System (IS–IS), and Enhanced Interior Gateway 
Routing Protocol (EIGRP).

The second level in the routing hierarchy is the interdomain routing 
domain. The interdomain routing environment describes how domains 
interconnect, but avoids the task of maintaining transit paths within 
each domain. In the interdomain space, a routing path to an address is 
described as a sequence of domains that must be transited to reach the 
domain that originates that particular address prefix. Today this inter-
domain space is maintained using Version 4 of the Border Gateway 
Protocol (BGPv4).

Each routing domain is a single administrative domain, operated with-
in a uniform set of routing policies, and is operated independently from 
any other domain. The domain is in effect an autonomous unit in the 
overall routing architecture, and is termed an Autonomous System 
(AS). Each of these ASs is uniquely identified using an Autonomous 
System Number (ASN).
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What Is an Autonomous System?
One of the best definitions of an Autonomous System can be found in 
an IETF document, RFC 4271[4] that describes BGPv4: 

“The classic definition of an Autonomous System is a set of routers un-
der a single technical administration, using an interior gateway pro-
tocol (IGP) and common metrics to determine how to route packets 
within the AS, and using an inter-AS routing protocol to determine 
how to route packets to other ASs. Since this classic definition was 
developed, it has become common for a single AS to use several IGPs 
and sometimes several sets of metrics within an AS. The use of the 
term Autonomous System here stresses the fact that, even when multi-
ple IGPs and metrics are used, the administration of an AS appears to 
other ASs to have a single coherent interior routing plan and presents 
a consistent picture of what destinations are reachable through it.” 

The AS Number Pool
ASNs are drawn from a 16-bit number field, allowing for 65,536 pos-
sible values.

AS 0 is reserved, and may be used to identify nonrouted networks. The 
largest value—AS 65,535—is also reserved. The block of ASNs from 
64,512 through 65,534 is designated for private use. ASN 23,456 is 
reserved for use in ASN pool transition. The remainder of the values, 
from 1 through to 64,511 (less 23,456), are available for use in Inter-
net routing. The number space is unstructured, because there are no 
internal fields in the number structure, nor is there any aggregation or 
summarization capability for ASNs.

How AS Numbers Are Used in BGP
The interdomain routing space is constructed using two components: 
address prefixes and AS numbers, which are used as domain identi-
fiers. Every prefix has an originating domain, known as the Origin AS 
from which reachability for the prefix is propagated across the inter-
domain space.

As the routing advertisement is propagated across the interdomain 
space, each prefix accumulates an associated “AS path.” When an ad-
dress prefix advertisement transits a domain, the domain effectively 
“signs” the prefix advertisement by prepending its ASN to the AS path 
associated with the address prefix. At any point in the network the 
AS path describes a sequence of connected domains that forms a path 
from the current point to the originating domain. This setup is shown 
in Figure 1, where AS1 originates an advertisement for the address pre-
fix 192.0.2.0/24. At AS5, the AS receives two BGP advertisements 
for this prefix. One has the AS path (4, 2, 1), and the other has the AS 
path (3, 1). 
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The left-most number in the AS path list is the ASN of the adjacent 
AS from which the address prefix advertisement was received. The se-
quence of numbers indicates the sequence of ASs though which this up-
date was propagated. The right-most, or final ASN, is the AS number 
of the AS that originated the address prefix advertisement, or Origin 
AS.

Figure 1: AS Path Generation 
in BGP
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The AS path serves two purposes in interdomain routing: that of a path 
length metric and a loop detection mechanism.

The AS path is used as a path metric in the BGP path selection al-
gorithm. When a domain receives two different BGP advertisements 
for the same address prefix, the default BGP selection process is that 
of selection of the advertisement of the minimal-length AS path, with 
each AS in the path counting as a single unit of “cost.” In the case of 
the example network in Figure 1, AS5 prefers to use the path through 
AS3 to reach the originating AS1, in preference to the longer path of 
AS4 and then AS2.

Although enumerating the AS path vector within the routing protocol 
is one way of passing the path cost through the routing domain, it 
may appear that the best path selection function could just as easily 
be supported by carrying a simple path cost metric of a domain transit 
counter, similar to that used by other distance vector routing protocols, 
such as Routing Information Protocol Version 2 (RIPv2). However, 
the problem with distance vector protocols is the “count-to-infinity” 
dilemma. 

To illustrate the need for explicit AS path enumeration in BGP, consider 
what happens when the AS path vector is replaced by a simple path 
cost metric. In the configuration shown in Figure 2, AS1 originates 
a routing advertisement toward AS2. AS2, AS3, and AS4 are inter-
connected in a simple loop configuration. When AS2 receives AS1’s 
advertisement with a path cost of 1, it passes the advertisement on to 
both AS3 and AS4, with a path cost of 2. Both AS3 and AS4 select as 
their best path this advertisement from AS2 with a path metric 2, cor-
responding to the AS path (2, 1).

AS Numbers: continued
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Now if the connection between AS1 and AS2 is broken, then AS2 no 
longer sees AS1, and withdraws its best path to the prefix through AS1. 
AS2 then stops advertising a path to AS3 and AS4. But AS3 is already 
advertising a path to AS4, with a metric of 3, corresponding to the AS 
path (3, 2, 1). Upon the withdrawal of the advertisement from AS2, 
AS4 then selects this as its next best path, with a path cost of 3. AS4 
then advertises this prefix to AS2 with a path cost of 4, corresponding 
to the AS path (4, 3, 2, 1).

At this point, without the explicit AS path in the advertisement, AS2 
cannot deduce that this advertisement is, in fact, a loop. Accordingly, 
AS2 accepts this path with a metric of 4 as its best path. AS2 then ad-
vertises this to AS3 with a metric of 5, corresponding to the AS path (2, 
4, 3, 2, 1). AS3 updates its best path to AS1 with this new metric and 
then sends an update to AS4, and so on. This process continues around 
the loop until the path cost metric reaches some defined maximal val-
ue. The higher the maximal value for the path cost metric, the longer 
the time taken to detect the loop condition. The smaller the maximal 
path cost metric, the smaller the span of network that the protocol can 
encompass. Setting the maximal path cost parameter requires some 
considerable care, and the operation of the protocol can be extremely 
slow to converge in terms of loop detection.

Figure 2: Loop Formation in 
Distance Vector Protocols
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This form of loop can be averted by replacing the path cost counter 
with a fully enumerated AS sequence. Continuing the example in Fig-
ure 2, when AS2 withdraws its route to AS3 and AS4, AS4 still selects 
the other route it has heard, but this time the selected prefix has the 
path (3, 2, 1). When AS4 attempts to pass this advertisement to AS2, 
AS2 sees its own value in the associated AS path and rejects the adver-
tisement. At the same time AS3 withdraws its advertisement to AS4, 
and at that point the prefix is dropped from the entire routing system. 
In this way the AS path acts as an efficient routing loop detector.
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The use of ASNs and AS path vectors in BGP provides an effective so-
lution to this classic problem of loop detection, as well as providing a 
simple and effective path-selection process.

Who Needs an AS Number?
Not every network needs to have its own ASN. The guiding principle 
is that ASNs are used to express distinct interdomain routing policies, 
and not every network has the requirement to express its own unique 
set of routing policies. 

In the case where a network has a single upstream connection, the 
routing policies of the network are precisely the same as those of its up-
stream service provider, and there would normally be no need for the 
network to use a distinct ASN. Even if the network domain uses BGP 
for its upstream connection, the originating domain can use a private 
ASN (from the number range 64,512 – 65,534) to support the BGP 
session to the upstream network. The upstream network strips off the 
private ASN when it readvertises the prefix, and the upstream network 
appears to the rest of the Internet as the originating AS. Even if the AS 
has “downstream” networks it can still use a private AS, even when the 
downstream ASs are using public ASNs. The stripping of the private 
AS removes only the instances of the private AS from the AS path, and 
not the public ASNs (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Use of Private 
AS Numbers
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In the case where a network has two or more upstream transit connec-
tions, it is more likely that the network will use its own unique ASN. It 
is not always the case that a distinct ASN is required here, and the dis-
tinguishing factor is that of the network wanting to express particular 
routing policies. Where the network has no particular preference as to 
which of the upstream services should be used for incoming traffic, the 
network can also use a private ASN for each of its routing sessions. In 
such a case the external routing view would be that the prefix appears 
to be originated from multiple ASs.

AS Numbers: continued
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In the case where there are multiple paths to reach the network, and 
where these paths need to be distinguished in the routing system by 
different AS paths that have the same originating AS (that is, there is 
a need to express a routing policy), then the network needs to use a 
unique ASN within the interdomain routing system. 

Can an ASN Be Split Across Separated Subdomains?
There are many cases of dispersed networks that exist in multiple loca-
tions. If these locations are all administered by a single entity, it may be 
desirable to use a single ASN across all these domains. This scenario 
is possible, but considerable care needs to be exercised when designing 
the routing configuration. Figure 4 shows two distinct subdomains of 
AS1, and they are not interconnected internally.

Figure 4: Split AS
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AS1 (A) advertises the prefix 192.0.2.0/25 to AS2, and this adver-
tisement is propagated to AS2, AS3, and AS4. When AS4 passes this 
advertisement to the other segment of AS1 (B), this router rejects the 
advertisement because the associated AS path (4, 3, 2, 1) indicates that 
the route has already passed through AS1. Similarly, the first segment 
of AS1 (A) rejects the advertisement of 192.0.2.128/25 from AS2, 
because its path (4, 3, 2, 1) also indicates that a loop has formed. To 
restore complete connectivity between the distinct parts of AS1, AS1 
needs to configure static routes at its edges. If AS1 (A) configures a 
static route to 192.0.2.128/25 pointing toward AS2, and AS1 (B) 
similarly configures a route to 192.0.2.0/25 through AS4, then the 
configuration enables full connectivity. 

In more complex configurations where each of the segments of the 
network is multiply connected, the static route configuration becomes 
more complex. However, with very careful configuration, a single ASN 
can be distributed across multiple distinct networks.

AS Path Prepending and Path Poisoning
The basic mechanism of path preference in BGP is that of the AS path 
length. Where there are two advertised paths to reach a particular ad-
dress prefix, the default selection algorithm in BGP is to prefer the 
advertisement with the shorter AS path length.
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A multihomed domain may wish to have other domains prefer one 
particular path over another to reach it. This may be because the lo-
cal domain wishes to optimize its traffic costs between the multiple 
upstream providers, balance the traffic load across multiple paths, or 
set up various forms of primary and backup relationships across the 
multiple provider upstream paths.

Although such policy preferences are often set up using BGP commu-
nities, BGP community signaling requires the cooperation of multiple 
parties in consistent interpretation of the community values. A more 
coarse form of expressing such policy preferences can be achieved 
through AS path prepending, a technique of deliberately extending the 
AS path length of a prefix advertisement by adding additional ASNs 
into the AS path of an advertised prefix. Normally the form of AS path 
prepending uses the local ASN to perform the prepending. 

In the example in Figure 5, AS1 wants to express the policy to pre-
fer incoming traffic through AS2, and use the link to AS3 only as a 
backup. To achieve this with AS path prepending, AS1 prepends itself 
twice in the AP path of the advertisement passed to AS3, in order to 
artificially lengthen the AS3 transit path. AS5 would have normally 
used the shorted AS path through AS3 to reach AS1. As a result of AS1 
artificially lengthening its path to AS3, AS5 now selects the transit path 
through AS4 and AS2 to reach AS1. 

Figure 5: AS Path Prepending
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Of course AS path prepending is a very imprecise technique, and can 
often produce surprising results in real-world situations. A more deter-
ministic method of traffic engineering uses additional signals attached 
to address prefix advertisements, through BGP communities.

A more subtle, and more controversial, prepending technique is that 
of so-called AS path poisoning, where an AS uses some other value to 
prepend in the AS path. In Figure 6, AS1 wants to express the policy 
that under no circumstances should AS5 use the transit through AS3 to 
reach AS1. In this case AS1 could use AS5 as the prepending value in 
its advertisement to AS3.

AS Numbers: continued
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When AS5 receives this advertisement, the presence of its own ASN 
in the AS path means that it will not accept this advertisement, and 
prefers the transit path through AS4 and AS2. The difference between 
these two examples is that in the case where the connection between 
AS1 and AS2 is broken, none of AS2, AS4, or AS5 can possibly reach 
AS1 when this AS path poisoning technique is being used.

Figure 6: AS Path Prepending with 
AS Path Poisoning 
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AS Number Consumption
In this section we will look at the rate of consumption of ASNs, and 
estimate when they may be fully consumed. Of the 64,510 available AS 
numbers, as of January 2006 we have already allocated some 40,000, 
or well over half of the number pool. Two immediate questions arise—
how long do we have before the number pool is completely exhausted, 
and what are our options for an expanded number pool that can en-
compass a larger interdomain routing environment?

The Factors for AS Number Consumption
Before looking at these two questions in further detail, it would be use-
ful to understand the factors that affect AS number consumption. 

From one perspective it is counterintuitive to assume that the Internet 
will evolve from tens of thousands of distinct routing domains to one 
of hundreds of thousands or even millions of distinct routing domains. 
It may appear that there is a reasonable level of correlation between 
the number of active Internet Service Providers (ISPs) in the Internet 
and the number of advertised ASNs. If forecasting a future demand 
for hundreds of thousands or even millions of ASNs, it would appear 
that we are forecasting continued fragmentation of the service provider 
industry with large numbers of small enterprises that, collectively, com-
pose the Internet. This scenario does not appear to be likely.
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The ISP industry is one with an underlying factor of economies of scale. 
Larger ISPs generally have access to more efficient use of resources and 
are more capable of sustaining a market share at competitive prices, 
with reasonable operating margins because of these economies of scale. 
Smaller providers tend to service niche markets, and in general are 
highly susceptible to pricing pressures in the competitive supply mar-
ket. The overall result is strong pressure for continued aggregation in 
the service provider market, tending to aggregate to a smaller number 
of larger providers.

If the number of ASs in use is roughly commensurate to the number 
of service providers, then this view of the market dynamics would lead 
to a view that the service provider population is either in a state of 
equilibrium where the entrance of new niche-oriented players is much 
the same as the rate at which smaller players are aggregated into larger 
providers, or one of relatively small growth based on the larger dynam-
ics of continued expansion of the Internet on a global basis.

In practice this has not been the case, and we see a continuous rate of 
consumption of new ASNs. This rate appears to be some 3,500 ASNs 
per year, and this consumption rate appears to have been steady since 
2002 (see Figure 7). Accordingly, it appears that some additional fac-
tors affect AS number consumption rates.

One of these factors is the practice of multihoming at the edge of the 
network. Many end-site networks have business-critical needs for as-
sured Internet connectivity, and a common way to achieve this con-
nectivity is by using the services of two or more upstream providers. 
In such situations the end site may want to express different routing 
policies to each upstream provider, and it does so by using its own 
ASN and expressing these routing policies using BGP to each of its 
upstreams. 

AS numbers are also used in other contexts. In Multiprotocol Label 
Switching (MPLS) Layer 3 networks, one form of generating the Route 
Distinguisher value for a VPN client network is through the use of 
concatenating the VPN host’s AS number with a serial number. To 
what extent this semiprivate use of AS numbers in a VPN context con-
tributes to the consumption rate of ASNs is difficult to assess, simply 
because the use of these numbers is not generally visible.

Even within the public Internet there are other contributory factors 
to AS number consumption. ISPs with diverse product portfolios may 
wish to express different routing policies for various product families, 
or express different routing policies in different regions of network 
coverage. Again this can be achieved through the use of distinct AS 
numbers of each routing policy set.

AS Numbers: continued



The Internet Protocol Journal
11

An associated contributory factor for AS Number consumption is that 
there is little incentive for AS Number return and recycling. With the 
current framework there is no direct cost to maintain an AS number 
allocation, and the overall characteristic of AS number allocation ap-
pears to be a “once and forever” allocation model. When AS numbers 
are no longer required, AS numbers generally do not return to the unal-
located pool for subsequent reallocation. 

Taken together, these factors lead to the conclusion that continued AS 
number consumption is based on a larger set of considerations than the 
dynamics of the service provider industry.

Accordingly, we can be a little more confident in making the assump-
tion that the factors that have affected AS number consumption in the 
recent past will continue to be factors in the near-term future, leading 
to some further confidence in a predictive technique that uses recent 
consumption data to generate trends that can made predictive forecasts 
of future demands. We will apply this technique to AS number con-
sumption data to make some forecasts of the time by which the current 
AS number pool will be exhausted.

AS Number Pool Status
There are 65,536 AS numbers. As noted already, some 1,026 num-
bers are reserved and unable to be used in the public Internet, leaving 
64,510 for use in the public Internet.

The pool of AS numbers is administered by the Internet Assigned 
Numbers Authority (IANA), and blocks of 1,024 numbers are allo-
cated to the Regional Internet Registries (RIRs) periodically when the 
RIR’s pool drops below a threshold level.

Of the 39,934 AS numbers that have been allocated by IANA by Janu-
ary 2006, there is a further classification of AS numbers. A working 
pool of numbers is held by the RIR for current assignment to ISPs. 
Of the assigned AS numbers, some are visibly used in the interdomain 
routing table of the public Internet, but others are not visible in the 
Internet. The breakdown of AS numbers into the RIR pool, assigned 
but not advertised, and assigned and advertised, as of January 2006, is 
shown in Figure 7. Of the 34,827 assigned AS numbers, some 21,191 
are advertised; 12,636 have been allocated in the past, but are not cur-
rently advertised in the BGP routing table.
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Figure 7: AS Number Status of 
Advertised, Unadvertised, 

and Unallocated Pools
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The RIRs allocate ASNs to ISPs and end-user networks. A second time 
series can be generated, showing the cumulative sum of the RIR AS 
allocations (Figure 8). Not surprisingly, the time series shows the ef-
fects of the Internet boom across the period from 1999 through to late 
2001 as a sharp upward trend in allocations. The subsequent market 
correction is also evident as a visible change in the AS allocation rate 
by early 2002. 

Figure 8: RIR Allocations
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AS Numbers: continued



The Internet Protocol Journal
13

BGP AS Advertisements
In addition to allocation rates, a further source of ASN data is the in-
terdomain routing table. The number of distinct ASs advertised in the 
interdomain routing space of the public Internet has been measured 
regularly since 1997. The time series of this count of advertised ASNs, 
and the complementary number of unadvertised ASNs, is shown in 
Figure 9.

Figure 9: Advertised and 
Unadvertised AS Numbers
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AS Number Consumption Projections
At this point, it is possible to make some projections on AS number 
consumption. The technique here is to use the past three years’ con-
sumption data (taking a starting point of January 2003) and derive an 
associated exponential function as a best fit to the 3-year data series in 
order to generate a trend function. This trend function is then projected 
forward in time to forecast the point in time when the resource reaches 
a certain threshold point. A considerable amount of detail is associated 
with this exercise, including the use of an exponential function as the 
best fit to the past 3 years’ ASNs use rates (see http://www.potaroo.
net/tools/asns/). However, for the purposes of this article it is ap-
propriate to proceed to the outcome (Figure 10).
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Figure 10: A Predictive Model of AS 
Number Consumption
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From this model it appears that we are looking at steadily accelerating 
consumption of ASNs, and a projected date of late 2010 of exhaustion 
available AS numbers to allocate to ISPs.

The implication is that this model indicates that by late 2010 either the 
Internet should be using a new protocol for interdomain routing that 
does not rely on AS numbers at all, or, more likely, that the Internet 
should be using a version of BGP that supports the use of larger AS 
numbers that are drawn from a number pool significantly larger than 
16 bits. The first option appears to be somewhat unrealistic, to say 
the least. And the second option, although simpler and very much the 
preferred path, is still going to take some time to deploy, particularly 
considering the growing size of the interdomain space of the Internet 
and the diversity of these component domains. 

When contemplating a transition to a larger ASN pool, it should be 
remembered that every day there are more networks that will need to 
undertake a transition to a longer ASN field in their deployed instances 
of the BGP protocol. 

The steps in this transition path appear to include:

• The completion of the relevant protocol standards for a larger ASN 
field in BGP

• The production of code in available implementations of BGP that 
support this protocol standard

• Various forms of testing this code, both in terms of its correct opera-
tion and interoperability and in terms of the correctness and viability 
of the relevant transition steps

AS Numbers: continued
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• Developing the necessary infrastructural support system to manage 
the distribution of this new number pool

• A process of deployment of this protocol so that the deployment of 
larger ASNs can commence well before the point at which the exist-
ing AS number pool is exhausted

Even an aggressive schedule of transition across such a large and di-
verse network as the Internet will take many years to reach the final 
step. It also appears that a prudent course of action would see us reach 
that position not by 2010, but by 2008 at the latest, allowing us a 
margin of some 2 years (and some 10,000 remaining AS numbers) to 
complete the task.

32-Bit AS Numbers
In this part of the article we will look at the current proposal for a larger 
AS number pool. As of October 2005, the document defining this pro-
posal is an IETF Internet Draft: draft-ietf-idr-as4bytes-12.txt. 
The proposed approach is to expand the size of the AS number pool 
space from 16 to 32 bits. In number terms this expands the number 
space from a pool of 65,536 numbers to 4,294,967,296 numbers. In 
terms of the current use of ASNs, the current scaling properties of the 
BGP routing protocol, and the use of ASs in the context of interdomain 
routing, a pool of some 4.3 billion numbers would easily encompass 
a network environment of significantly greater levels of domains, and 
interdomain interconnection density. Such a pool size would exceed 
some current guesses of the scaling capabilities of the BGP protocol by 
up to a further two orders of magnitude.

It is also proposed to preserve the first block of 65,536 32-bit ASNs to 
align with the allocations of the 16-bit numbers. 

Let’s use a new form of terminology here for 32-bit ASN values, 
where the first 65,536 ASNs are numbers that use the form “0.0” 
through “0.65535.” The second set of 65,536 numbers would be 
written as 1.0 through to 1.65535, and so on. So here we will be 
using a number format of <upper16 bits>.<lower 16 bits>.

What is the inventory of concerns that need to specifically addressed in 
the transition to these 32-bit AS Numbers? 

Obviously there is a need for some changes to the routing protocol, and 
an ordered interdomain transition is unrealistic to expect. More rea-
sonable is an expectation of a piecemeal transition of domains, where 
individual domains transition their BGP platform to supporting 32-bit 
ASs in their own time. Domains that are currently using 16-bit ASs 
may have less reason to undergo an early transition to 32-bit AS sup-
port, whereas those domains that are assigned a nonmappable 32-bit 
ASN will find that they have to support 32-bit ASNs from the outset. 
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32-Bit Changes to BGP
BGP has two major parts within its protocol: opening up a BGP con-
versation with a peer BGP speaker, and then the transfrerring of pro-
tocol objects that describe reachability of address prefixes and associ-
ated attributes of these address prefixes. Both parts include AS Number 
components, and in considering changes to the current protocol, both 
parts of the protocol require some change. The message objects that 
need to be considered here are, therefore, the BGP OPEN message and 
the BGP UPDATE message.

The changes to BGP create a “NEW” BGP implementation that is ca-
pable of supporting a 32-bit ASN environment. The essential task of 
the changes is to define mechanisms that all NEW BGP speakers use to 
speak to each other and pass all ASN values in 32-bit fields. However, 
the Internet is way too large to set up a “flag day” at which point the 
entire collection of BGP speakers will undertake a switch from “OLD” 
BGP to NEW BGP. Accordingly, it is also necessary to define protocol 
interactions in NEW BGP where the transition in the Internet will be 
gradual and essentially uncoordinated. NEW BGP speakers will have to 
set up sessions with OLD BGP speakers, and of course OLD BGP speak-
ers will also be peering with other OLD BGP speakers. The information 
associated with 32-bit AS paths must be passed across sections of the 
network that normally support only 16-bit AS paths. In other words, 
32-bit AS information needs to be passed to OLD BGP speakers and 
between OLD BGP speakers. 

The general approach adopted for transition is preserve AS path length 
information across the OLD and NEW BGP boundaries, while recog-
nizing that some 32-bit AS information cannot be cleanly mapped into 
a 16-bit AS path. In order to preserve 32-bit information—a necessary 
step to prevent loop formation for 32-bit ASs—the 32-bit information 
is preserved across OLD transit paths and restored upon reentry into 
NEW BGP realms (Figure 11).

Figure 11: 16-Bit and 32-Bit AS 
Realms
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Opening a BGP Session
The proposed approach is to initiate a NEW BGP session in a mode that 
is compatible with the OLD BGP protocol, and also inform the remote 
peer of its capability to conduct a NEW BGP conversation if the remote 
peer is also a NEW BGP speaker. NEW BGP speakers who open a peer 
session with an OLD BGP peer will ignore the NEW capability and oper-
ate their BGP peer session in OLD mode. A NEW BGP peer will respond 
positively to the NEW capability, and that BGP session can then operate 
in NEW mode.

The BGP OPEN message includes a fixed-length 16-bit My_AS field as 
well as potentially containing a capability query as part of the Optional 
Parameters section. In order to ensure that NEW and OLD speakers can 
communicate, this 16-bit My_AS field needs to be preserved in NEW 
BGP even when the Optional Parameters section includes the capabil-
ity to undertake a NEW peering session. This may appear contradic-
tory in the first instance, because the OPEN message then contains both 
a 16-bit ASN and a 32-bit AS Capabilities Query. The mechanism 
proposed for the OPEN message varies according to whether the NEW 
speaker is using a mappable ASN drawn from the original pool (that 
is, with a My_AS number in the range 0.0 through 0.65535), or it is 
using a number drawn from a higher-numbered 32-bit number block. 
In the first case the OPEN message would use the 16-bit mapped value 
in the My_AS field (dropping out the zero-valued high-order 16 bits of 
the AS value), whereas in the second case the BGP speaker would use 
for My_AS a special 16-bit value that is reserved for this purpose (AS 
23456). In both cases the Optional Parameter section would include a 
capability code to indicate that the local BGP speaker can support 32-
bit ASNs (Capability Code 65).

The side effect is that from the perspective of OLD BGP domains AS 
23456 may appear to be connected to the interdomain network in 
many different locations. From the OLD BGP realm this does not pres-
ent a protocol problem, although, as always, there is the potential here 
that this repeated use of AS 23456 as a 32-bit AS substitution token 
may create a somewhat confusing BGP view of the Internet from the 
perspective of the OLD BGP world.

The capability exchange uses a protocol described in RFC 3392. The 
NEW BGP speaker adds an optional capability field to the OPEN mes-
sage. The 32-bit AS capability code 65 carries as its capability value the 
local 32-bit local ASN value. For a NEW peer this capability value is 
to be interpreted as the actual AS of the remote side, on the basis that 
the My_AS field in the body of the OPEN is either a truncation of the 
local 32-bit AS value (in the case of mappable 32-bit AS values), or the 
special value of AS 23456.
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The BGP UPDATE Message
For a NEW BGP session (32-bit peering with 32 bits) the changes to the 
protocol are the use of 32-bit ASNs in the AS_PATH attribute of UP-
DATE messages. All 16-bit AS values are padded with a zero high-order 
16 bits. If the AGGREGATOR attribute is used, it is similarly carried as 
a 32-bit value. So in the 32-bit peering, all 16-bit information is carried 
in mapped 32-bit ASNs (Figure 12).

Figure 12: OLD to NEW BGP 
AS Path Mapping
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In this way AS path length is preserved without change when translat-
ing 16-bit AS information into the 32-bit domain.

The next case is where an OLD BGP peers with a NEW BGP. We have al-
ready seen the simple case where the information is coming from a 16-
bit path and there is no additional 32-bit information, and in this case 
the 16-bit values are simply mapped into 32-bit values, by padding the 
ASN values with 16 zero high-order bits. What about the reverse case 
where 32-bit information is being passed back into the 16-bit world?

This case has two parts: first creating an equivalent 16-bit AS path and 
second, packing up the 32-bit AS path information in such a way that 
it transits across the 16-bit domain in such a manner that that it can be 
reassembled in any subsequent transition into a 32-bit domain. In the 
first case, the equivalent path information is constructed by stripping 
the high-order 16 bits off the AS value, as long as this part is all zeros. 
Where this is not possible—and the AS path contains one or more 
ASNs with non-zero high-order bits—then the transition ASN, 23456, 
is substituted in the place of each such ASN in the AS path. In this way 
the AS path length metric is preserved, and the prevention of count-to-
infinity loops in the 16-bit domain is avoided.

The second part to this case is packaging up the 32-bit path into the 
OLD BGP session in such a way that it can be unpacked at any subse-
quent boundary back into a 32-bit routing realm. Here the proposal 
calls for new transitive community attributes to be carried in OLD BGP 
routing realms. These attributes are defined as transitive attributes, and 
should be passed through the OLD BGP peering sessions without altera-
tion. It should be noted that this is not a protocol change as such, but it 
does require the explicit configuration support within OLD BGP imple-
mentations of this attribute as a transitive community.

AS Numbers: continued
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The proposed mechanism is an extended community attribute called 
“NEW_AS_PATH.” When a NEW BGP speaker is speaking to an OLD 
BGP, the NEW BGP prepends its own AS value to the AS_PATH and cop-
ies this information into the NEW_AS_PATH attribute. It then translates 
the 32-bit AS path into a 16-bit equivalent AS path. The translation is 
straightforward, in that where the 32-bit AS has all zeros in the high-
order 16 bits, the translation truncates the AS value to a 16-bit value, 
and where the high-order 16 bits are nonzero, the translation substi-
tutes the reserved 16-bit value AS 23456 in its place (Figure 13).

Figure 13: NEW to OLD BGP  
AS Path Mapping
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The transit across the OLD BGP domains leaves the NEW_AS_PATH 
untouched, and prepends 16-bit AS values to the AS_PATH. In other 
words, OLD BGP behaves as it always has. The NEW_AS_PATH is passed 
through the OLD realm as an opaque bit block.

The next transition is one from the OLD to the NEW domain when a 
NEW_AS_PATH attribute is present. In this case the NEW BGP speaker 
takes the AS path as presented by the OLD BGP speaker and converts 
the 16-bit AS values to 32-bit AS values by adding 16 bits of zero 
padding to each entry, as before. However, in this case the NEW BGP 
speaker then overwrites the trailing entries with the values specified by 
the NEW_AS_PATH attribute. The effective result is that the 32-bit AS 
path that entered the 16-bit sequence is prepended with the equivalent 
of the 16-bit transit AS sequence. The NEW_AS_PATH attribute is then 
removed from the BGP Update, leaving an intact 32-bit path as the 
AS_PATH attribute. This scenario ensures that the resultant BGP envi-
ronment can accurately detect loops in both the NEW 32-bit and OLD 
16-bit realms (Figure 14).
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Figure 14: OLD to NEW BGP AS Path Mapping
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What if there was a routing loop that traversed a mixed sequence of 
NEW and OLD routing realms? The restoration of the original 32-bit 
AS path at the OLD-to-NEW transition ensures that the potential loop 
is discarded, because a 16-bit AS sees its own AS in the 16-bit AS_PATH 
attribute, and a 32-bit AS also sees its own value in the 32-bit AS_PATH. 
The transition mapping ensures that the potential routing loop is de-
tected by BGP.

The ability to perform AS path prepending is also unaltered in this 
mixed NEW and OLD BGP environment. The AS simply prepends its 
local AS value to the AS_PATH as usual. In the case of prepending on 
a NEW-to-OLD boundary, the prepended AS path is mapped into the 
NEW_AS_PATH attribute as described previously.

Earlier in this article we noted the less common use of AS path poi-
soning, where the prepending uses a different ASN value in order to 
ensure that the particular advertisement is not learned by a remote AS. 
For NEW BGP speakers there is no change to this capability. For OLD 
BGP speakers the AS path poisoning can be directed only toward 16-bit 
ASs, because the OLD BGP speaker has no knowledge of the structure 
or content of the NEW_AS_PATH attribute. 

Another part of the BGP protocol that uses ASNs is the AGGREGATOR 
attribute. This attribute is attached to an update message when an AS 
combines two or more prefixes into a single aggregate prefix (a prac-
tice that is often referred to as “proxy aggregation”). The ASN of the 
aggregating AS is attached to the aggregate prefix advertisement as an 
AGGREGATOR attribute. The same ASN translation technique applies 
to AGGREGATOR attribute when an advertisement is passed across a 
transition point. In a NEW-to-OLD transition the AGGREGATOR may 
be a mappable ASN, in which case the value is truncated to 16 bits and 
no further action is required. Otherwise the 32-bit AGGREGATOR val-
ue is rewritten into a NEW_AGGREGATOR attribute and the transition 
16-bit value, AS 2356, is placed into the AGGREGATOR attribute. On 
an OLD-to-NEW transition the NEW_AGGREGATOR attribute is copied 
back into the AGGREGATOR attribute, if defined; otherwise the AG-
GREGATOR is padded out with leading zeros.

AS Numbers: continued
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Transition 
Transition in this scheme is relatively straightforward. NEW BGP speak-
ers can be deployed within the network in a piecemeal fashion without 
any major concerns, and no changes are required for OLD BGP speak-
ers. The size of BGP UPDATE messages is slightly longer because of the 
extended length of the AS PATH attribute in NEW BGP and the NEW_AS_
PATH attribute that has been added in the OLD BGP environment, but it 
should not prove to be a major factor. 

BGP loop prevention appears to be adequately addressed in all com-
monly encountered situations, and there appears to be no other signifi-
cant transition considerations from the perspective of BGP platforms. 

This scenario implies a relatively straightforward transition, in that 
OLD BGP speakers do not have to migrate to NEW BGP capability just 
because 32-bit ASNs are deployed elsewhere in the network. As long 
as they transmit the NEW-AS_PATH update across their domain without 
attempting to alter it in any way, then the 32-bit routing realm will be 
able to perform loop detection and shortest AS path selection in a man-
ner that is entirely consistent with the 16-bit routing realm. Deploy-
ment of NEW BGP code is required only when the local AS is numbered 
from the nonmappable 32-bit ASN space.

Alternatives to AS Numbers
It is certainly a challenging task to contemplate an environment in 
which a 32-bit ASN space is exhausted, but one would suppose that 
the same consideration was in the minds of the original BGP proto-
col designers when they opted to use 16-bit ASNs. Of course a 32-bit 
number pool is not double the pool size of a 16-bit number pool—it is 
65,536 times larger. That does appear to lead one to believe that this 
time it will be a far more challenging task to exhaust this expanded 
number pool.

This approach of simply extending the number space appears to offer 
a path of minimal disruption and minimal change in terms of opera-
tional configuration, storage, message size, and processing overheads 
for BGP. Nothing much has changed here except the range of the num-
ber space, and some ancillary considerations relating to transitional 
arrangements.

Of course, other labeling spaces remain possibilities, and a shift to a dif-
ferent labeling scheme could well use the same transitional approach. 
There is no significance in the ASN apart from its uniqueness, and any 
other form of name space would function equally well in terms of its 
role in BGP. One could use strings such as domain names, URIs, fixed-
length hashes of public keys, the public keys themselves, or even IPv6 
addresses as distinguishing AS identifiers.
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There is no direct requirement for summarization of ASN ranges with-
in the protocol use, no requirement within the protocol to continue to 
use number identifiers, and no direct requirement to stick with values 
that are encoded in a fixed-length field.

However, such approaches would add to the size of BGP UPDATE mes-
sages, increase the storage requirements, and, perhaps marginally, in-
crease processing overheads for BGP. The more complex the identity 
space the more complex the basic task of BGP configuration and the 
higher the possibility of mistakes. “Borrowing” AS identifiers from an-
other name space, such as domain names, or derived URIs, has the 
associated concern that the uniqueness of the space is derived from the 
inherent stability and uniqueness of the name space upon which the 
identifiers are derived. It is definitely possible that at times this trust is 
misplaced. 

Numbers are often the simplest of identifiers. This approach represents 
minimal change to the installed base of BGP speakers, and there is no 
requirement for an existing routing domain using a 16-bit ASN and 
OLD BGP to make any changes to its routing environment at all. The 
transition appears to offer flexibility, orderly transition, and minimal 
disruptions to existing operational practices.

Conclusion
We are certainly running out of available 16-bit ASNs, and an industry 
of the size of the Internet is no longer as agile as it may have been in the 
past to make the necessary adjustments to alleviate this situation. At 
present we need to have a considerable period of advance warning of 
change in something as fundamental as the interdomain routing space 
in order to be able to integrate changes into various operational cycles 
of testing and transitional deployment prior to integration into produc-
tion environments. The first steps that need to be taken are the comple-
tion of the technical specification of this approach in the form of an 
Internet standard and the production and distribution of BGP imple-
mentations that support 32-bit ASNs from the existing BGP implemen-
tation suppliers. It would be preferable to get this transition process 
under way in the near future, while there is still time to complete the 
transition well before we exhaust the current 16-bit ASN space.
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