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Transition of Internet Mail from
Just - Send- 8
to 8bit-SMIP/ M ME

Status of this Menp

This RFC provides information for the Internet community. It does
not specify an Internet standard. Distribution of this meno is
unlimted.

Abst r act

Protocol s for extending SMIP to pass 8bit characters have been
defined [3] [4]. These protocols require that nessages transported by
the extended SMIP are to be encoded in MME [1] [2]. Before work
began on these protocols, several SMIP inplenentations adopted ad-hoc
nmechani sns for sending 8bit data. It is desirable for the extended
SMIP environnent and these ad hoc nechani sns interoperate. This
document outlines the problems in this environment and an approach to
m nim zing the cost of transition fromcurrent usage of non-M ME 8bit
messages to M ME

1. Term nol ogy

RFC 821 defines a 7bit transport. A transport agent which does not
clear the high order bit upon receipt of octets with this bit set in
SMIP messages is called 8 bit transparent in this docunent. An

i mpl enentati on of the general SMIP Extensions document [3] and the
8bit extensions protocol [4] which passes M ME nessages using all 8
bits of an octet is called 8bit ESMIP. An inplenentation of extended
SMIP whi ch does not accept 8bit characters is called 7bit ESMIP. A
gateway is defined to be a transport agent with User Agent authority
to alter or convert the content of a nessage.

2. The Probl em

SMIP as defined in RFC 821 limits the sending of Internet Mail to
US-ASCI I [5] characters. As the Internet has grown to include non-
English correspondents, the need to comunicate with character sets
ot her than US-ASCI| has pronpted nany vendors and users to extend
SMIP or RFC 822 to use non-ASClI| character sets. Conmmon approaches
are to send 7 bit national variant |SO 646 character sets over
current RFCB22/SMIP, to extend SMIP and RFC822 to use 8bit |SO 8859
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character sets, and to use proprietary PC character sets.

A third approach is used for Japanese mail. Japanese characters are
represented by pairs of octets with the high order bit cleared.

Swi tching between 14 bit character sets and 7 bit character sets is
i ndicated within the nessage by | SO 2022 escape sequences.

So long as these inplenmentati ons can conmuni cate w thout intermediate
transformati ons and have a | oose private agreenment on the use of a
specific character set w thout tagging, basic mail service can be
provi ded.

In the transition to the negotiated 8bit ESMIP/ M ME environnment, it
is important that nmail sent by a currently non-conformi ng user can be
read by another non-conformnming user. This existing functionality is
reduced by conversion from8bit text to text encoded in unreadable
Base- 64 or "garbled" text encoded in quoted printable.

There are several interesting non-interoperable cases that currently
exist in non US-ASCI| mail and several new ones likely to energe in a
transition to 8bit/MME. Belowis a listing of the transition-to-
mnme cases. Only solutions to (4) in the context of a translating
gateway are discussed in this neno.

\ Recei ver
\ 7bit 8hi t M ME/
Sender \| only | transparent | ESMIP
7bit only | (1) | (1) | (1)
8bit transparent | (2) | (3) | (4)
M ME/ ESMIP | (5) | (5) | (6)

(1) 7Bit non-M ME sender to 7hbit, M Mg or 8bit transparent receiver

This will continue to work unchanged with nationally varient 1SO
646 or 1SO 2022 character set shifting if an external "out of
band" agreement exists between the sender and the receiver. A
7bit to 8bit/ESMIP gateway need not alter the content of this
nessage.

(2) 8bhit sender to 7bit non-M ME receiver
The receiver will receive bit-stripped mail which results in the

ms-interpretation of the data and the wong character being
di spl ayed or printed. Miil sent using |anguages where nost
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characters are in the US-ASCI| subset of |1SO 8859 may be sonewhat
readabl e.

(3) 8bit transparent sender to 8bit transparent receiver

WIIl work if an external agreenent "out of band" to use a
particul ar character set without tagging exists between the sender
and the receiver.

(4) 8bit transparent sender to M ME/ ESMIP conf ormant receiver

WIIl work if a reasonable upgrade path is provided via gateways,
the indicated character set tag inserted by the gateway is correct
and the receiver supports the character set chosen by the sender
This case is the focus of this meno.

(5) M ME/ESMIP sender to non-M ME 7bit receiver

Because the ESMIP/ M ME sender cannot know if the receiver wll
understand 8bits, the sender will encode the text into base-64 or
qguot ed- pri ntabl e which may be consi dered "garbl ed" by the
receiver. To provide a useful downgrade path the gateway nust
have sone know edge about the capabilities of the receiver. Wen
the character set can be clearly identified, techniques like the
nmennmoni ¢ MNEM encodi ng described in RFC 1345 may be hel pful in
this case.

(6) M ME/ESMIP sender to M ME/ ESMIP recei ver

Interoperability will be attained provided the receiver supports
the character set chosen by the sender

3. Upgrade Path from 8bit Transparent to ESMIP/ M ME

A gateway whi ch has been upgraded to support Extended SMIP may
upgrade an 8bit message received to MME. This is consistent with
the requirenent that all 8bit mail sent by ESMIP be encoded in M ME
The upgrade shoul d be done using the best available information

A site may "upgrade" to M ME en-nmasse by inplementing M ME conversion
for all nessages |leaving the site. For text nessages, the body can
be converted by adding a M Me-version header and a Content-Type:
Text/Plain with the character set in use in the site, provided the
site uses a single character set.

An appropriate Content-Transfer-Encodi ng header |ine nust be added to
i ndi cate any encodi ng that may be necessary.
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Exanpl e:

M ME-Version: 1.0
Cont ent - Type: Text/Pl ain; Charset = |1SO 8859-1
Cont ent - Tr ansf er - Encodi ng: 8bi t

If no information about the character set in use is available, the
gat eway shoul d upgrade the content by using the character set
"unknown-8bit". The unknown-8bit val ue of the charset paraneter
indicates only that no reliable information about the character
set(s) used in the nessage was avail abl e.

I f a nessage body has been upgraded to M Mg, the RFC 822 headers
contai ni ng non US-ASCI| characters nust be upgraded to conformwith
the header encoding rules of RFC1342. A gateway shoul d recode al
unstructered header fields as well as RFC 822 "coment"s and
"phrase"s according to the rules of RFC 1342. There is no equival ent
in RFC 1342 to the "8bit" Content-Transfer-Encodi ng val ue for nessage
bodi es so all 8bit header text nust be transforned according to
either the "B" or the "Q' encoding nethod. For |SO 8859 character
sets, the "Q' encoding will generally result in somewhat readable
headers.

Trace information should be added to the docunent with a convert
clause: "rfc822-to-8bit", "rfc822-to-base-64" or "rfc822-to0-quoted-
printable" e.g.,

Recei ved: from dbc. ntview ca.us by dbc. ntview ca. us
convert rfc822-to-8bit; Tue, 01 Sep 1992 01:18:00 -0700

Appendi x - The "unknown-8bit" Character Set

This section defines a "charset" paranmeter, for use in a MM
Cont ent - Type field.

A speci al purpose character set called "unknown-8bit" is defined to
be an unknown 8bit character set, encoded into a sequence of octets.
It can be used as a label for any character set from any | anguage,
usi ng any encoding. It must not be further defined.

The use of this token in a "charset=" field of a nmessage indicates
that nothing is known about the character set used. This marker is

i ntended for use by non-MME to M ME gat eways; specifically in those
which translate from SMIP to 8bit ESMIP/ M ME

This character set is not intended to be used by mail conposers. It
is assuned that the mail composer knows the character set in use and
will mark it with a character set value as specified in [1], as
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amended by current Assigned Nunbers docunents [6].

The use of the "unknown-8bit" Il abel is intended only by nmail gateway
agents whi ch cannot determ ne via out-of-band information the
i ntended character set.

The interpretation of the "unknown-8bit" is up to the mail reader

It is assumed that in many cases the human user will be able to
interpret the informati on and choose an appropriate character set or
pre- processor.
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Security Consi derations

Security issues are not discussed in this nmeno.
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