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 This document is my response as the chair of IEEE 802.11 Task Group r chair to the following request made on November 12, 2006 by Bill Marshall, Technical Editor of IEEE 802.11 Task Group r:

Whereas, the IEEE-SA Operations Manual, in 5.4.3.1, states

“The ballot shall provide the following choices:
a) Approve (Affirmative). This vote may be accompanied by comments suggesting corrections and improvements. Action on such comments is left to the discretion of the Sponsor.
b) Do Not Approve (Negative with comment). This vote must be accompanied by one or more specific objections with proposed resolution in sufficient detail in a legible form so that the specific wording of the changes that will cause the negative voter to change his or her vote to "approve" can readily be determined.“,
and, whereas comments submitted as part of Letter Ballot 87 identified as “Technical Issue #99” in 11-06-1576-07-d3-comments.xls do not contain sufficient detail to the proposed resolution so that the specific wording of the changes can be determined,
I therefore request a ruling from the Chair that the above identified comments be declared invalid.

The first question to answer is: is ruling a Working Group letter ballot comment out of order itself in order?  The relevant text in section 5.4.3.1 in the IEEE SA Operations Manual was quoted in the original request:

 “The ballot shall provide the following choices:
a) Approve (Affirmative). This vote may be accompanied by comments suggesting corrections and improvements. Action on such comments is left to the discretion of the Sponsor.
b) Do Not Approve (Negative with comment). This vote must be accompanied by one or more specific objections with proposed resolution in sufficient detail in a legible form so that the specific wording of the changes that will cause the negative voter to change his or her vote to "approve" can readily be determined.”

The rules in the IEEE SA Operations Manual specifically apply to IEEE Sponsor Ballots.   However, the IEEE 802.11 Policies and Procedures (11-06-0812-03-0000-802-11-policy-and-procedures.doc), section 10.1.4, has the following text, “For letter ballots, to be counted as valid, a “No” vote requires the submission of detailed comments, as defined in the IEEE® polices and procedures for Sponsor Ballots”.  Thus the criteria for valid comments for Working Group letter ballots is explicitly the same as the criteria for valid comments for Sponsor Ballots.  So ruling a Working Group letter ballot comment out of order according to the IEEE SA criteria is itself in order.
The second question to answer is: does the Task Group r chair have the authority to make such a ruling?  This specific issue was discussed during the CAC meeting of November 11, 2006.
The Working Group chair has the authority to make such a ruling that is called for here; ruling a comment out of order is a procedural question, and the Working Group chair has the authority to unilaterally rule on procedural questions.  This authority has been exercised in other 802 Working Groups; the chair of IEEE 802.1 commonly rules comments from Working Group ballots as out of order, so that authority is regularily exercised in other Working Groups.

The chair of the IEEE 802.11 Working Group, Stuart Kerry, has stated during the CAC meeting of November 11, 2006 that a task group that has been tasked with resolving comments that have arisen out of a Working Group letter ballot has the authority to rule a comment from that ballot out of order.  Task Group r has been tasked as a comment resolution group tasked with resolving the comments arising from Letter Ballot 87, thus Task Group r has the authority to determine that a comment arising from Letter Ballot 87 is out of order.
The chair of the IEEE 802.11 Working Group, Stuart Kerry, also stated during the CAC meeting of November 11, 2006 that his authority as chair of IEEE 802.11 in resolving comments has been assigned to the chair of the comment resolution group that comments have been assigned to.  Comments from Letter Ballot 87 have been assigned to Task Group r to act as the comment resolution group for those comments, thus the chair of that group has been given the authority to act as WG chair in resolving those comments.  The chair of that group is the chair of Task Group r.
The third question to answer is: what are the ramifications in ruling a comment out of order?  Ruling a comment out of order means that the comment does not meet the criteria of a valid comment as defined in the IEEE SA Operations Manual; that is, the comment is not a specific objection with proposed resolution in sufficient detail in a legible form so that the specific wording of the changes that will cause the negative voter to change his or her vote to "approve" can readily be determined.  Ruling a comment out of order means that the specific wording of the changes that will cause the voter to change his or her vote to “approve” cannot be readily determined from the proposed resolution.

Ruling a comment out of order doesn’t necessarily mean that the comment itself does not raise a valid point.  It may be that the appropriate mechanism to raise the point isn’t through a letter ballot comment, but rather through alternative methods in the Task Group.  Also, ruling a comment out of order does not preclude the commenter from submitting the comment on a subsequent ballot with sufficient detail in the proposed resolution.  Also, the commentor is free in the comment resolution process to more fully explain his comment and proposed resolution, either through a submission to the task group or through participation in the task group when the comment is resolved.

The fourth question to ask is: has sufficient notification been given to the commentors?  The IEEE SA Operations Manual does not prescribe a warning time, nor does the IEEE 802.11 Policies and Procedures.  It is valid to immediately rule comments as out of order as soon as the ballot has closed; in fact the chair of IEEE 802.1 does indeed immediately so rule.  In this particular case at hand, the task group has in the past discussed the issue of ruling comments as invalid.  Also, two emails to the IEEE 802.11 Task Group r email reflector stated that comments from Letter Ballot 87 in the comment resolution spreadsheet 11-06-1576-07-000r-d3-comments.xls in the category of Issues #99 did not have enough information in their proposed comments that it could be determined what the specific wording of the changes could not be determined, and that the comment resolution group would need normative text in a submission to help the group to determine the specific wording of the changes.  To date, no one responded on the email reflector to this request.  In addition, an oral notification was given during the November 12, 2006 IEEE 802.11 opening plenary.  In subsequent discussions both public and private several people indicated that they were planning on working on submissions, or were working on submissions, but again to date nothing has been submitted.

One note; IEEE 802.11 in the past has not strictly followed the rules for valid comments, and also in the past an editor has been given rather vague instructions to resolve a comment and asked to implement the resolution.  This may have been condoned in the past, especially in the early days when the WLAN industry was in its infancy and very little investment was involved, but the WLAN industry has become a very successful industry, with more and more attention from big interests.  The stakes have become huge, and the incentive to game the standardization system has become greater.  IEEE needs to conduct their standardization efforts in a clean and open manner, and the standardazition process must be auditable.  There must be an auditable trail of all changes to a draft, and that includes comment resolutions.  The editor must carry out explicit instructions from the task group, and cannot and must not interpret in any way those instructions; thus the instructions must be precise and unambiguous.  The days of passing a motion to remove AES-OCB during a comment resolution session and giving just that instruction to the editor are over.  A task group must approve explicit normative text and direct the editor to implement the changes in that normative text.  Thus, the task group requires normative text to implement any comment resolution that requires changes in the draft.
The critera for a valid comment as defined in the IEEE SA Operations manual is unambiguous; however the determination as to whether a comment falls into the category of “valid” requires making a judgement call.  Comments exist along a spectrum between completely valid and completely invalid.  Comments at either end of that spectrum are easy to categorize; it is comments in the middle of the spectrum that become more difficult to make the determination as to where they fall in that spectrum.

The IEEE 802.11 Task Group r has been extremely fortunate in having a technical editor that is dedicated enough to attempt to generate normative text to try to interpret a proposed resolution and then ask thr group to approve the normative text; this technical editor is also very intelligent and tends to have an encyclopaedic knowledge of the various versions of the drafts.  The technical editor has stated that even he cannot determine normative text to try to resolve comments from Letter Ballot 87 in the comment resolution spreadsheet 11-06-1576-07-000r-d3-comments.xls in the category of Issues #99, and in fact is the person making the request under consideration.
In conclusion, my ruling is as follows: comments from Letter Ballot 87 in the comment resolution spreadsheet 11-06-1576-07-000r-d3-comments.xls in the category of Issues #99 (with the exception of comment 1619, which has been resolved) are ruled as out of order according to the criteria for valid comments in the IEEE SA Operating Procedures.  However, if a submission on a comment or comments in this group in sufficient detail to address the comment is submitted to the comment resolution group during the Letter Ballot 87 comment resolution process, the comment or comments may be resurrected.  If the deadline is missed, a valid comment on the same point may be submitted for the next ballot.
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