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INTEGRATED CIRCUIT WITH DATA
COMMUNICATION NETWORK AND IC
DESIGN METHOD

The present invention relates to an integrated circuit having
a plurality of functional blocks interconnected via a data
communication network.

Nowadays, most integrated circuits (ICs) are very large
scale integration (VLSI) circuits having a large number of
features that typically implement a large number of functions
on board the IC. The various functions may be located in
discrete functional blocks, e.g. system on chip (SoC) archi-
tectures. The interconnect of the functional blocks poses a
design challenge, because the high clock speeds of modern
ICs facilitate the processing of large amounts of data, which
means that the interconnect of the IC must be capable of
communicating large amounts of data between the functional
blocks.

To facilitate flexible communication on the one hand and to
limit the amount of wires required on the other hand, ICs may
incorporate a data communication network, also referred to as
a network on chip (NoC). Such networks typically comprise
a plurality of network stations, each associated with a func-
tional block, interconnected via communication channels,
e.g. wires. The plurality of network stations include a plural-
ity of data routers and a plurality of network interfaces, each
data router being coupled to a functional block via a network
interface. The data can be communicated over the network in
the form of packages that include a mixture of data and
routing instructions for the network stations. In networks
facilitating duplex communication, a pair of network stations
is typically interconnected via at least a pair of communica-
tion subchannels to facilitate the two-way communication.

A problem associated with communication channels, e.g.
wires, on ICs is that the clock speed at which the IC can
operate may be determined by the slowest communication
channel, i.e. the channel exhibiting the largest data transfer
delay. Several solutions for such a problem exist, see for
instance Carloni et al.: Coping with latency in SoC design,
IEEE Micro 5, Vol. 22, pages 24-35, IEEE 2002, in which a
number of solutions are presented. A possible solution is to
introduce a data storage element such as a latch into the
slowest data communication channel. Consequently, the
clock speed of the data communication part of the IC can be
increased at the expense of an additional clock cycle for the
communication along the slowest communication channel.

Unfortunately, such a solution cannot straightforwardly be
applied to ICs communicating data between the functional
blocks via an integrated network, especially when the nature
of the communicated data differs per clock cycle; see E.
Rijpkema et al.: Trade-offs in the design of a router with both
guaranteed and best-effort services for networks on chip; IEE
Proc.-Comput. Digit. Tech. 2003, page 1-9 (IEE proceedings
online no. 20030830), for an example of such a network. Such
a network operates on the principle that a network station
such as a data router receives the routing data incorporated in
the data packet during a predefined clock cycle. Delaying the
communication to that router over a slow communication
channel by a clock cycle to speed up the rest of the network
would cause the routing data to arrive outside the predefined
clock cycle, causing erroneous behaviour of the network.

The present invention seeks to improve the data commu-
nication speed of a network of an integrated circuit according
to the opening paragraph.

According to an aspect of the invention, there is provided
an integrated circuit a plurality of functional blocks and a data
communication network comprising a plurality of network
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stations being interconnected via a plurality of communica-
tion channels for communicating data packages between the
functional blocks, each data package comprising N data ele-
ments including a data element comprising routing informa-
tion for the network stations, N being an integer of at least
two, the plurality of network stations comprising a plurality
of data routers and a plurality of network interfaces, each of
the data routers being coupled to a functional block via a
network interface, the data communication network compris-
ing a first network station and a second network station inter-
connected through a first communication channel, the net-
work comprising M*N data storage elements, M being a
positive integer, for introducing a delay of M*N cycles on the
first communication channel.

The invention is based on the realization that the correct
operation of the network relies on the maintenance of the
correct periodicity between the network stations. Because the
data packages have a fixed size of N data elements, the com-
munication of a complete package between two network sta-
tions takes N clock cycles, or N handshake driven data trans-
fers in case of an asynchronous implementation of the
network. The routing information, e.g. destination and
required service type (e.g. best effort or guaranteed band-
width) has a fixed position in the data package, e.g. the first
data element (i.e. a header), although other data elements may
(also) contain such information. Since a network station
expects routing information to arrive periodically (i.e. after
every N cycles), the introduction of a delay on the first com-
munication channel (which typically is the slowest channel of
the network) matching such a period, i.e. by delaying the
whole data package rather than a single data element, the
delayed data package is received by the receiving network
station during the appropriate period, e.g. clock cycle.

Each communication channel may a comprise first sub-
channel between an input port of a first associated network
station and an output port of a second associated network
station and a second subchannel between an input port of the
second associated network station and an output port of the
first associated network station for enabling duplex commu-
nication between the two associated network stations. The
M*N data elements may be distributed over the subchannels
of the first communication channel.

In a preferred embodiment, the first network station is
arranged to evaluate the routing information in a first cycle
and the second network station is arranged to evaluate the
routing information in a second cycle, the difference between
the first cycle and the second cycle being A cycles; and the
first subchannel of the first communication channel exhibits a
delay of A cycles implemented by A data storage elements
and the second subchannel exhibits a delay of B cycles imple-
mented by B data storage elements, A and B being positive
integers, with A+B=M*N.

The introduction of a phase shift in the routing evaluation
phase for a one of the network stations in the network has the
advantage that the number of delay elements in a data com-
munication (sub)channel can be smaller than the number of
data elements in a data package, thus improving the latency of
that particular data communication (sub)channel. The draw-
back is that all communication to the phase-shifted network
station has to run via the delayed communication channel to
introduce the appropriate phase shift. This limitation can be
avoided, however, by ensuring that any network path from a
further network station being arranged to evaluate the routing
information in the second cycle to the first network station
comprises C delay elements, C being a positive integer with C
modulo N=A; and any network path to the further network
station from the first network station comprises D delay ele-
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ments; B being a positive integer with D modulo N=B. This
maintains the correct phase relation between the first network
station and any other network station that operate on a differ-
ent router information evaluation phase than the first network
station, thus maintaining the optimal flexibility in the net-
work.

In an alternative embodiment, each subchannel of the first
communication channel comprises a delay introduced by
52*M*N data storage elements, with “2*M*N typically cor-
responding to the size of a data package. Consequently, since
both paths of the duplex communication channel are likely to
have similar lengths and similar delay characteristics, the
partitioning of both subchannels allows for the improvement
of'the speed of the network in both communication directions.

Preferably, M=1 in order to minimize the number of
required delay elements, which will minimize the delay intro-
duced on the first communication channel.

In a synchronous implementation, the IC further comprises
a clock signal generator, the plurality of network stations and
the M*N storage elements being responsive to the clock sig-
nal generator, to ensure that no data conflicts can arise
between the data routers and the M*N storage elements.

Each network station may comprise a first memory ele-
ment and a second memory element associated with a com-
munication port of said network station, the first memory
element being arranged to store routing information from a
data package requiring a first service level associated with
said communication port and the second memory element
being arranged to store routing information from a data pack-
age requiring a second service level associated with said
communication port. Such an implementation allows for the
interleaving of packages requiring different service levels,
e.g. best effort and guaranteed bandwidth service levels.

According to a further aspect of the invention, there is
provided a method of designing an integrated circuit com-
prising a plurality of functional blocks and a data communi-
cation network comprising a plurality of network stations
being interconnected via a plurality of communication chan-
nels for communicating data packages between the functional
blocks, each data package comprising N data elements
including a data element comprising routing information for
the network stations, N being an integer of at least two, the
plurality of network stations comprising a plurality of data
routers and a plurality of network interfaces, each of the data
routers being coupled to a functional block via a network
interface; the method comprising identifying a first commu-
nication channel between a first network station and a second
network station that has a data transfer delay exceeding a
predefined delay threshold; and inserting M*N data storage
elements into the data communication network, M being a
positive integer, for introducing a delay of M*N cycles on the
first communication channel. Such a method facilitates the
design of an integrated circuit of the present invention.

In a preferred embodiment, each communication channel
comprises a first subchannel between an input port of a first
associated network station and an output port of a second
associated network station and a second subchannel between
an input port of the second associated network station and an
output port of the first associated network station for enabling
duplex communication between the two associated network
stations; and the first network station being arranged to evalu-
ate the routing information in a first cycle and the second
network station being arranged to evaluate the routing infor-
mation in a second cycle, the difference between the first
cycle and the second cycle being A cycles, the method further
comprising inserting A data storage elements into the first
subchannel of the first communication channel for introduc-
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ing a delay of A cycles onto said first subchannel; and insert-
ing B data storage elements into the second subchannel ofthe
first communication channel for introducing a delay of B
cycles onto said second subchannel; A and B being positive
integers, with A+B=M*N. Such a method facilitates the
design of a preferred embodiment of the integrated circuit of
the present invention.

The invention is described in more detail and by way of
non-limiting examples with reference to the accompanying
drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 shows an embodiment of an IC of the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 2 shows the timing behaviour along a delayed com-
munication channel of said IC;

FIG. 3 shows another embodiment of an IC of the present
invention;

FIG. 4 shows the timing behaviour along a delayed com-
munication channel of said IC; and

FIG. 5 shows yet another embodiment of an IC of the
present invention including its timing behaviour.

It should be understood that the Figures are merely sche-
matic and are not drawn to scale. It should also be understood
that the same reference numerals are used throughout the
Figures to indicate the same or similar parts.

FIG. 1 shows an integrated circuit (IC) 10 according to an
embodiment of the present invention. The IC 10 has four
functional blocks 101-104, e.g. processing units, which are
interconnected via a data communication network 100
including data routers 110, 120, 130, 140, which respectively
are coupled to the functional blocks 101-104 via respective
network interfaces 105-108. The data routers 110, 120, 130,
140 and the network interfaces 105-108 comprise the network
stations of the data communication network 100. Exemplary
embodiments of such data routers and network interfaces can
for instance be found in: “An efficient On-Chip Network
Interface Offering Guaranteed Services, Shared Memory
Abstraction and Flexible Network Configuration” by Rad-
ulescu et al.; Proceedings of Design, Automation and Test
Conference in Europe, February 2004, and in E. Rijpkema et
al.: Trade-offs in the design of a router with both guaranteed
and best-effort services for networks on chip; IEE Proc.-
Comput. Digit. Tech. 2003, page 1-9 (IEE proceedings online
no. 20030830) as well as in the relevant references therein, the
relevant passages thereof being incorporated by reference.

The network stations of the data communication network
100 are interconnected via a plurality of data communication
channels 150. The communication channels 150 may com-
prise one or more wires, e.g. data buses. The data communi-
cation network 100 is configured to allow flexible communi-
cation of data streams between the functional blocks 101-104.
Typically, such a data stream comprises one of more data
packages, with each data package comprising N data ele-
ments, with N being an integer having a value of at least 2. At
least one of the N data elements in a package, e.g. the first data
element, comprises routing instructions for the destination
network station. Such data packages are sometimes referred
to as flow instruction units (flits).

The data streams may be communicated over the network
100 using known communication techniques such as store
and forward routing, in which a complete data stream is
stored in a data router before it is forwarded to its next desti-
nation, or wormhole routing, in which the data routers can
send a stored data package to its next destination before the
complete data stream has been received. The latter technique
has the advantage that the data routers 110, 120, 130, 140
need less storage capacity but both techniques are equally
feasible, and other techniques may be used as well.
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The data network 100 shown in FIG. 1 is a duplex network,
i.e. it allows simultaneous data communication in two direc-
tions. It is emphasized, however, that the present application
is equally applicable to simplex networks, i.e. networks that
do not support simultaneous two-way communication. To
facilitate the duplex communication over data network 100,
each communication channel 150 comprises a first subchan-
nel 152 and a second subchannel 154 between respective
inputs and outputs of two neighbouring network stations, e.g.
data routers 120 and 140. This facilitates time-division mul-
tiple access (TDMA) data communication, for instance of a
guaranteed bandwidth and a best effort service. To this end,
each network station in the data communication network 100
has a plurality of memories, each comprising a first memory
element and a second memory element, e.g. memory 122 in
data router 120, associated with a communication port, i.e. an
input port or an output port of the data router, or more pre-
cisely, associated with a service level of a communication via
that communication port. Obviously, the plurality of memo-
ries may be implemented as a single memory having enough
storage to keep track of each input or output port of the
network station, as will be explained below by means of a
communication between two data routers by way of example
only. It will be appreciated that the same teachings can be
applied to communications between a data router and a net-
work interface or to communications between a network
interface and a functional block without departing from the
teachings of the present invention.

Typically, the header of a first data package will comprise
information about the destination of the data package as well
as the service level of the data package, e.g. guaranteed band-
width or best effort service. The service level will be flagged
by setting a bit in the appropriate memory element of the
destination output port of the data router. For subsequent data
packages having the same service level, the data router will
know that these data packages belong to a data stream in
progress because the appropriate bit has been stored in the
associated memory element. The last data package of the data
stream contains an indicator causing the data router to reset
said bit. Such a mechanism allows interleaving of data pack-
ages of two data streams over a single communication chan-
nel.

In FIG. 1, the communication channel 150 between data
routers 120 and 140 has been identified as the communication
channel in the network 100 exhibiting a data transfer delay
exceeding a predetermined delay threshold. Such an identi-
fication can be made at the IC design stage by subjecting the
design to a simulation of the delay behaviour of the IC 10
using available timing behaviour simulation tools. To avoid
having to limit the communication speed, e.g. the clock
speed, of the data communication network 100 in accordance
with the delay characteristics of the communication channel
150 between two network stations, e.g. data routers 120 and
140, this communication channel (which will be referred to as
the slow communication channel 150) is equipped with M*N
data storage elements to introduce a delay of M*N cycles onto
the communication channel, with N corresponding to the size
of a data package, thus allowing an increase of the maximum
communication frequency of the data network 100 at the
expense of the introduction of a delay of a single data pack-
age, i.e. the number of clock cycles it takes to communicate
such a data package, on the slow communication channel 150.

The network 100 shown in FIG. 1 is arranged to commu-
nicate data packages with size N=3. Other values of N are
equally feasible. The first subchannel 152 of the slow com-
munication channel 150 is extended with N=3 data storage
elements 160. Optionally, the second subchannel 154 of the
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slow communication channel 150 is also extended with N=3
data storage elements 160, in which case M=2. Since the first
subchannel 152 and the second subchannel 154 typically will
be in each others vicinity, their respective delay characteris-
tics typically will be similar, thus requiring the introduction of
data storage elements 160 on both subchannels. However, in
cases where the respective subchannels exhibit different
delay characteristics, for instance because the subchannels
have different lengths or because of the nature of the timing
techniques used, e.g. waterfall clocking, the introduction of N
data elements 160 on only one of the subchannels can be
sufficient, in which case M=1.

It will be appreciated that the physical placement of the
data storage elements 160 on the subchannels 152 and 154 is
by way of example only; an implementation where the data
storage elements 160 are integrated in the associated network
stations, e.g. data router 120 or data router 140 is equally
feasible. It will be appreciated that the same teachings can be
applied to communications between a data router and a net-
work interface or to communications between a network
interface and a functional block without departing from the
teachings of the present invention. The same applies to the
other embodiments of the data communication network 100,
e.g. the embodiments shown in FIGS. 3 and 5. The data
storage elements 160 may be a pipeline or a buffer of latches
or flipflops, and may be implemented using synchronous or
asynchronous storage elements. In FIG. 1, the data storage
elements 160 are responsive to the same clock signal (not
shown) as the network stations including data routers 110,
120, 130, 140 and network interfaces 105-108.

FIG. 2 shows the timing behaviour of the communication
along the slow channel 150 extended with 3 data storage
elements 160 on the first subchannel 152 interconnecting an
output port of data router 120 with an input port of the data
router 140. At clock cycle t, the data router 120 employing
wormbhole routing receives the first data element h of a data
package (indicated by the bold box) having a size of 3 data
elements. The subsequent data elements d0 and d1 of this data
package are received by the data router 120 at respective
clock cycles t+1 and t+2. The data routers 110, 120, 130, 140
are all configured to periodically evaluate the content of a
received data package, that is after every N clock cycles for a
data package having a size N data elements. In the embodi-
ment of the IC 10 shown in FIG. 1, all the data routers 110,
120, 130, 140 perform this operation simultaneously, i.e. at
the same clock cycle, which is clock cycle t plus every Nth
clock cycle afterwards, i.e. at t+3, t+6 and so on, at which the
arrival of a header h of a new data package is expected. Such
a periodical checking mechanism by a data router may for
instance be implemented using modulo N counters. Conse-
quently, it is essential that the headers of the data packages do
not arrive at any data router 110, 120, 130, 140 outside such an
evaluation clock cycle.

In line with the principle of wormhole routing, data router
120 starts sending the data package upon its complete receipt,
i.e. at clock cycle t+3 via the first subchannel 152 of the slow
communication channel 150. At this point, it is emphasized
that data elements sent via a non-delayed communication
channel will arrive at the destination data router in the same
clock cycle as they were sent. However, due to the presence of
N=3 data storage elements 160 in the first subchannel 152 of
the slow communication channel 150, the first data storage
element 160 receives the header h at t+3, passes it on to the
second data storage element 160 at t+4, which passes it on to
the third data storage element 160 at t+5, which finally passes
it on to the data router 160 at t+6, which is in phase with the
header evaluation cycle of the data routers 110, 120, 130, 140
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in the data network 150. This ensures the correct routing of
the data package by the data router 140.

In the embodiment of IC 10 according to the present inven-
tion as shown FIG. 3, the data router 140 is configured to
evaluate the header of a data package A clock cycles later (or
B cycles earlier) than the other data routers 110, 120, 130 in
the data network 100, with N corresponding to the number of
data elements in a data package and A, B being positive
integers with A+B=M*N. Typically, A modulo N and B
modulo N are not equal to zero.

In FIG. 3, M=1, N=3, A=1 and B=2 by way of example
only. In other words, the data router 140 has a phase-shifted
routing information evaluation cycle compared to the other
data routers in the data network 100. To ensure that the rout-
ing information is correctly interpreted, i.e. to ensure that this
information arrives at any data router during its appropriate
clock cycle, two possible implementations can be chosen. In
a first implementation, all communication to and from the
phase-shifted data router 140 is routed through the slow com-
munication channel 150. Consequently, only the slow com-
munication channel 150 requires the introduction of M*N
data storage elements over its subchannels 152 and 154. The
drawback of this implementation is that the flexibility of the
data communication network 100 is reduced.

In the preferred implementation, any network path from a
further network station being arranged to evaluate the routing
information in the second cycle to the first network station
comprises C delay elements, C being a positive integer with C
modulo N=A, and any network path to the further network
station from the first network station comprises D delay ele-
ments; B being a positive integer with D modulo N=B. This
ensures that the correct phase relation between clock cycle
and routing information evaluation is maintained throughout
the whole data communication network 100. For instance, in
FIG. 3, C=A and B=D, with C data elements 160 being
introduced in the subchannel 152 between the output port of
data router 130 and the input port of data router 140 and with
D data elements 160 being introduced in the subchannel 154
between the input port of data router 130 and the output port
of data router 140.

In other words, every communication channel 150 between
two network stations exhibiting a phase-shifted routing infor-
mation cycle with respect to each other should incorporate the
appropriate number of data storage elements 160 to imple-
ment the number of cycles to which the phase shift corre-
sponds. In FIG. 3, this means that all subchannels connected
to an input port of the data router 140 are extended with A data
storage elements 160 to introduce a delay of A cycles on the
communication directed towards the data router 140, and all
subchannels connected to an output port of the data router 140
are extended with B data storage elements 160 to introduce a
delay of B cycles on the communication originating from the
data router 140. Since A+B=M*N, each communication
channel 150 to which data router 140 is connected incorpo-
rates M*N data storage elements 160, thus ensuring the intro-
duction of a delay of exactly M data packages on a commu-
nication loop between two neighbouring data routers.

This is explained in more detail in FIG. 4, where a data
package consisting of data elements h, d0 and d1 is sent from
data router 120 to data router 140 and back again in the
network of IC 10 as shown in FIG. 3. The routing information
evaluation clock cycles for data routers 120 and 140 are
indicated by bold vertical lines at the beginning of such a
cycle. In other words, data router 120 evaluates the routing
information of received data packages at t, t+3, t+6 and so on,
whereas data router 140 evaluates the routing information of
received data packages at t+1, t+4, t+7 and so on. Data router
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120 sends data element h at T=t to data router 140. At T=t,
data element h is received by data storage element 160 in the
first subchannel 152, which stores the data element h and
sends it to the data router 140 at T=t+1, which receives the
data element h during the same clock cycle and evaluates the
routing information comprised in header h.

After the data router 140 has received data element d0 at
T=t+2 and data element d1 and T=t+3, i.e., after the data
router 140 has received the complete data package, the data
router 140 sends the first data element of the data package to
the data router 120 via the second subchannel 154. Due to the
presence of two data storage elements 160 on the second
subchannel 154, the first data element h is received by the data
router 120 at T=t+6, i.e. during a cycle at which the data router
120 is scheduled to evaluate the routing information, with the
other two data elements d0 and d1 respectively arriving at the
subsequent cycles t+7 and t+8. It will be recognized that the
data storage elements 160 in the subchannels 152 and 154
operate as phase shifters to ensure that routing information is
evaluated at the right time in each data router phase domain.
The application of phase shifting techniques has the advan-
tage that the delay introduced on the individual subchannels
152, 154 can be less than a full data package, thus improving
the performance of the slow communication channel 150
compared to the solution presented in FIG. 1.

At this point, it will be appreciated that the number of
different phase domains can be further extended without
departing from the teachings of the present invention. It is
reiterated that although the exemplary implementations of the
data storage elements is given on a communication channel
between two data routers, implementations on channels
between other types of network stations, e.g. between a data
router and a network interface, are equally feasible.

FIG. 5 shows an asynchronous implementation of a
delayed duplex communication channel 150 between two
network stations, e.g. data routers 120 and 140, which is
robust against clock skew. The data routers 120 and 140 are
triggered by clock signal CLK. However, due to the fact that
the clock signal has to travel over a longer wire to data router
140 than to data router 120, data router 140 receives a delayed
clock signal CLK_d, with a delay of t1 with respect to the
clock signal CLK received by data router 120. In completely
synchronous data communication networks 100, this can
cause communication errors, because a data package sent by
data router 140 at clock cycle t to data router 120 or the first
delay element 160 over a slow communication channel 150
between the data routers 120 and 140 may arrive at its desti-
nation at cycle t+1 rather than at cycle t. As previously
explained, this will cause the routing information to arrive at
the data router 120 outside its routing information evaluation
cycle, which will likely cause the loss of the information due
to a routing error.

This risk can be reduced by implementing the M*N data
storage elements 160 as asynchronous FIFO buffers 520 and
540 on the first subchannel 152 and the second subchannel
154 respectively between data routers 120 and 140. This
implementation is insensitive to clock skew, at least within
certain limits. To improve the robustness against clock skew
of the asynchronous FIFO buffers 520 and 540, the buffers
may include slightly more than the M*N data storage ele-
ments, as will be explained in more detail below.

The asynchronous FIFO buffers 520 and 540 have com-
munication behaviour independent of the clock CLK; the data
is rippled through the FIFO buffers 520 and 540 based on
handshake protocols. Such behaviour is usually quicker than
synchronous communication because the latter is dominated
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by the slowest path in the synchronous communication net-
work, as previously explained.

A communication of a data package from data router 120 to
FIFO buffer 520 is initiated by a handshake validation signal
501 followed by synchronous data communication 502 of the
data elements of a data package having size N; this commu-
nication is governed by data router 120, which is responsive
to clock signal CLK. The data elements take a time period t2
to ripple through FIFO buffer 520, after which a handshake
request 503 is sent to the data router 140. The receipt of an
initial handshake request initializes data router 140 and trig-
gers the data router 140 to accept the data communication by
sending an acknowledge signal 504 to the FIFO buffer 540,
which triggers the data communication 505. The data router
140 will remain initialized until the data stream of data pack-
ages has been received completely. The data package receipt
periods of data routers 120 and 140 are indicated by the bold
horizontal lines over the clock signals clk and clk_d respec-
tively. The data router 140 receives the data communication
synchronously and sends the data package synchronously, i.e.
one data element per clock cycle, to FIFO buffer 540 N clock
cycles after receiving the request signal 503, in accordance
with a wormhole routing approach, by sending a handshake
validation signal 506 and data communication 507 to the
FIFO buffer 540. After a period t3, i.e. the time it takes the
data elements to ripple through the FIFO buffer 540, the FIFO
buffer 540 sends a handshake request signal 508 to data router
120.

Crucially, because data router 120 has already been initial-
ized, i.e. itis already engaged in communicating a data stream
to data router 140, data router 120 will only send an acknowl-
edge signal 509 to such a handshake request to enable com-
munication 510 at the beginning of a routing information
evaluation cycle of data router 120, as indicated by the verti-
cal dashed line. Alternatively, if the transmission of the data
stream from data router 120 to data router 140 had completed
prior to the handshake request 508 from FIFO buffer 540 to
data router 120, this request would initialize the data router
120. Inboth cases, the receipt of the routing information in the
correct timeslot of data router 120 is ensured despite the clock
skew on the clock signal triggering the data routers 120 and
140. In case the clock skew between data router 120 and data
router 140 is substantial, the data router 140 may send a first
data element of a next data package to the FIFO buffer 540
before this buffer has received the acknowledge signal 509. In
such a scenario, the FIFO buffer 509 must be capable of
storing more than M*N data elements to avoid the loss of data
stored in the FIFO buffer 509. This can be realized by adding
one or more data storage elements to the M*N data storage
elements as overwrite protection.

An IC 10 comprising a data communication network 100
according to the present invention can be designed using an
IC design method modified as follows. After designing a first
version of the IC 10, which can be done using well-known IC
design tools, and which will not be further explained for that
reason, an evaluation step is performed in which a first com-
munication channel between a network station and a second
network station having a data transfer delay exceeding a
predefined delay threshold is identified. Consequently, the
design of the data communication network 100 is modified
according to the teachings of the present invention by insert-
ing M*N data storage elements into the network, M being a
positive integer, for introducing a delay of M*N cycles on the
first communication channel. This allows for an increase of
the maximum clock speed at which the data communication
network 100 can operate.
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The insertion step may comprise inserting A data storage
elements into the first subchannel (152) of the first commu-
nication channel (150) for introducing a delay of A cycles
onto said first subchannel and inserting B data storage ele-
ments into the second subchannel (154) of the first commu-
nication channel (150) for introducing a delay of B cycles
onto said second subchannel with A and B being positive
integers and with A+B=M*N to create a phase-shifted data
communication network 100 as outlined in FIGS. 3 and 4 and
their detailed description.

It should be noted that the above-mentioned embodiments
illustrate rather than limit the invention, and that those skilled
in the art will be able to design many alternative embodiments
without departing from the scope of the appended claims. In
the claims, any reference signs placed between parentheses
shall not be construed as limiting the claim. The word “com-
prising” does not exclude the presence of elements or steps
other than those listed in a claim. The word “a” or “an”
preceding an element does not exclude the presence of a
plurality of such elements. The invention can be implemented
by means of hardware comprising several distinct elements.
In the device claim enumerating several means, several of
these means can be embodied by one and the same item of
hardware. The mere fact that certain measures are recited in
mutually different dependent claims does not indicate that a
combination of these measures cannot be used to advantage.

The invention claimed is:

1. An integrated circuit comprising:

a plurality of functional blocks; and

a data communication network comprising a plurality of
network stations being interconnected via a plurality of
communication channels for communicating data pack-
ages between the functional blocks, each data package
comprising N data elements including a data element
comprising routing information for the network stations,
N being an integer of at least two, the plurality of net-
work stations comprising a plurality of data routers and
aplurality of network interfaces, each of the data routers
being coupled to a functional block via a network inter-
face, the data communication network comprising a first
network station and a second network station intercon-
nected through a first communication channel, the data
communication network further comprising M*N data
storage elements, M being a positive integer, the data
communication introducing a delay of M*N cycles on
the first communication channel when the data commu-
nication network identifies the first communication
channel as having a data transfer delay exceeding a
predefined delay threshold.

2. The integrated circuit as claimed in claim 1, wherein
each communication channel of the plurality of communica-
tion channels comprises:

a first subchannel between an input port of a first associated
network station and an output port of a second associated
network station; and

a second subchannel between an input port of the second
associated network station and an output port of the first
associated network station for enabling duplex commu-
nication between the two associated network stations.

3. The integrated circuit as claimed in claim 2, wherein the
M*N data storage elements are distributed over the first sub-
channel and the second subchannel of the first communica-
tion channel.

4. An integrated circuit comprising:

a plurality of functional blocks; and

a data communication network comprising a plurality of
network stations being interconnected via a plurality of
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communication channels for communicating data pack-
ages between the functional blocks, each data package
comprising N data elements including a data element
comprising routing information for the network stations,
N being an integer of at least two, the plurality of net-
work stations comprising a plurality of data routers and
aplurality of network interfaces, each of the data routers
being coupled to a functional block via a network inter-
face, the data communication network comprising a first
network station and a second network station intercon-
nected through a first communication channel, the data
communication network further comprising M*N data
storage elements, M being a positive integer, for intro-
ducing a delay of M*N cycles on the first communica-
tion channel,
wherein each communication channel of the plurality of
communication channels comprises:
afirst subchannel between an input port of a first associated
network station and an output port of a second associated
network station; and
a second subchannel between an input port of the second
associated network station and an output port of the first
associated network station, and
wherein the first network station is arranged to evaluate the
routing information in a first cycle and the second net-
work station is arranged to evaluate the routing informa-
tion in a second cycle, the difference between the first
cycle and the second cycle being A cycles; and
the first subchannel of the first communication channel
exhibits a delay of A cycles implemented by A data
storage elements and the second subchanne] exhibits a
delay of B cycles implemented by B data storage ele-
ments, A and B being positive integers, with A+B=M*N.
5. The integrated circuit as claimed in claim 4, wherein any
network path from a further network station being arranged to
evaluate the routing information in the second cycle to the
first network station comprises C delay elements, C being a
positive integer with C modulo N=A; and any network path to
the further network station from the first network station
comprises D delay elements; D being a positive integer with
D modulo N=B.
6. The integrated circuit as claimed in claim 1, wherein
M=1.
7. An integrated circuit comprising:
a plurality of functional blocks; and
a data communication network comprising a plurality of
network stations being interconnected via a plurality of
communication channels for communicating data pack-
ages between the functional blocks, each data package
comprising N data elements including a data element
comprising routing information for the network stations,
N being an integer of at least two, the plurality of net-
work stations comprising a plurality of data routers and
aplurality of network interfaces, each of the data routers
being coupled to a functional block via a network inter-
face, the data communication network comprising a first
network station and a second network station intercon-
nected through a first communication channel, the data
communication network further comprising M*N data
storage elements, M being a positive integer, for intro-
ducing a delay of M*N cycles on the first communica-
tion channel,
wherein each communication channel of the plurality of
communication channels comprises:
afirst subchannel between an input port of a first associated
network station and an output port of a second associated
network station; and
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a second subchannel between an input port of the second
associated network station and an output port of the first
associated network station, and

wherein the first subchannel and the second subchannel of
the first communication channel each comprise a delay
introduced by 2*M*N data storage elements.

8. The integrated circuit as claimed in claim 1, further
comprising a clock signal generator, the plurality of network
stations and the M*N data storage elements being responsive
to the clock signal generator.

9. The integrated circuit as claimed in claim 1, wherein
each network station comprises a first memory element and a
second memory element associated with a communication
port of said network station, the first memory element being
arranged to store routing information from a data package
requiring a first service level associated with said communi-
cation port and the second memory element being arranged to
store routing information from a data package requiring a
second service level associated with said communication
port.

10. A method of designing an integrated circuit comprising
a plurality of functional blocks, and a data communication
network comprising a plurality of network stations being
interconnected via a plurality of communication channels for
communicating data packages between the functional blocks,
each data package comprising N data elements including a
data element comprising routing information for the network
stations, N being an integer of at least two, the plurality of
network stations comprising a plurality of data routers and a
plurality of network interfaces, each of the data routers being
coupled to a functional block via a network interface; the
method comprising the acts of:

identifying a first communication channel between a first
network station and a second network station that has a
data transfer delay exceeding a predefined delay thresh-
old; and

in response to the identifying act, inserting M*N data stor-
age elements into the data communication network, M
being a positive integer, for introducing a delay of M*N
cycles on the first communication channel.

11. A method of designing an integrated circuit comprising

a plurality of functional blocks, and a data communication
network comprising a plurality of network stations being
interconnected via a plurality of communication channels for
communicating data packages between the functional blocks,
each data package comprising N data elements including a
data element comprising routing information for the network
stations, N being an integer of at least two, the plurality of
network stations comprising a plurality of data routers and a
plurality of network interfaces, each of the data routers being
coupled to a functional block via a network interface; the
method comprising the acts of:

identifying a first communication channel between a first
network station and a second network station that has a
data transfer delay exceeding a predefined delay thresh-
old; and

inserting M*N data storage elements into the data commu-
nication network, M being a positive integer, for intro-
ducing a delay of M*N cycles on the first communica-
tion channel,

wherein each communication channel comprises a first
subchannel between an input port of a first associated
network station and an output port of a second associated
network station and a second subchannel between an
input port of the second associated network station and
an output port of the first associated network station for
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enabling duplex communication between the two asso-
ciated network stations; and

the first network station being arranged to evaluate the
routing information in a first cycle and the second net-
work station being arranged to evaluate the routing
information in a second cycle, the difference between
the first cycle and the second cycle being A cycles, the
method further comprising the acts of:

inserting A data storage elements into the first subchannel
of the first communication channel for introducing a
delay of A cycles onto said first subchannel; and

14

inserting B data storage elements into the second subchan-
nel of the first communication channel for introducing a
delay of B cycles onto said second subchannel; A and B
being positive integers, with A+B=M*N.
12. The integrated circuit of claim 4, wherein the M*N data
storage elements are distributed over the first subchannel and
the second subchannel of the first communication channel.
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