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Abstract

In the wake of a digital revolution, contemporary society finds itself entrenched in an era
where network applications’ demands surpass the capabilities of conventional network man-
agement solutions. This dissertation navigates through the intricacies of modern networked
environments, where traditional management approaches are falling short due to emerg-
ing applications like augmented and virtual reality, holographic telepresence, and vehicular
networks, demanding ultra-low latency and robust adaptability. These evolving networks
form the backbone of modern society, sustaining numerous vital services but posing ele-
vated complexity and operational hurdles for Internet Service Providers (ISPs) and network
operators.

Amidst this complexity, the need for innovative solutions to optimize and manage to-
day’s networks is more pronounced than ever. A central proposition of this dissertation is
the MAGNNETO framework, a groundbreaking Machine Learning (ML) based initiative
that stands for Multi-Agent Graph Neural Network Optimization. This framework is at
the heart of the endeavour to facilitate distributed optimization in networked scenarios.
By integrating a Graph Neural Network (GNN) architecture into a Multi-Agent Reinforce-
ment Learning (MARL) setting, it instigates a fully distributed optimization process and
capitalizes on the inherent distributed nature of networked environments, hence potentially
addressing scalability issues and facilitating real-time applications. This initiative is adapt-
able, offering versatility in addressing various use cases and showcasing robustness to meet
the challenging requisites of real-world applications.

A substantial contribution of this work is the successful implementation of MAGN-
NETO across different relevant networked cases, prominently focusing on two highly im-
pactful scenarios within the computer network field. Initially, it re-examines the pivotal
issue of Traffic Engineering (TE) optimization in ISP networks. With the goal of curtailing
network congestion, MAGNNETO-TE is introduced, a variant of the framework specifically
devised to minimize maximum link utilization in these networks. Remarkably, this adap-
tation heralds a paradigm shift by equalling the performance of traditional state-of-the-art
TE optimizers but at a fraction of the execution cost.

Moreover, the research explores the complex sphere of Congestion Control (CC) in
Datacenter Networks (DCN), another critical service in our current digital world that is
characterized by dynamic traffic patterns and stringent low-latency prerequisites. Here,
MAGNNETO-CC emerges as a potent solution, offering an offline, distributed strategy that
harmonizes with widely deployed CC protocols, surpassing other state-of-the-art ML-based
CC methodologies and prevailing static CC configurations in performance.



Looking ahead, the dissertation also delineates potential avenues to enhance MAGN-
NETO, particularly addressing challenges tied to current GNN architectures (e.g. over-
smoothing and over-squashing). It envisions integrating Topological Deep Learning (TDL)
techniques to foster a novel, promising approach to distributed optimization that has the
potential to exploit arbitrary multi-element correlations, going beyond the traditional graph
domain. By addressing the urgent need for efficient network traffic storage on networks with
multiple vantage points, the proposed topological-inspired methodology reveals itself as a
robust ML-based baseline for lossy data compression.

In summation, this dissertation embarks on a pioneering journey to confront the ele-
mental challenges of optimizing networked, graph-based systems. It unfurls the innovative
MAGNNETO solution as a beacon of versatility and adaptability, displays its multifaceted
applications, and heralds promising directions for future research, aiming to redefine the
landscape of distributed network optimization and management in this digitally transfor-
mative era.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The profound digital transformation sweeping across society and industry has ushered in a
new era of network applications with intricate requirements that surpass the capabilities of
traditional network management solutions. These emerging applications, spanning diverse
domains from augmented and virtual realities to holographic telepresence and vehicular
networks, demand ultra-low deterministic latency, real-time adaptability, and robustness in
the face of dynamic, heterogeneous networks. Simultaneously, the explosive growth in the
number of connected devices has rendered modern networks more dynamic and diverse than
ever before, leading to increased complexity and operational costs in managing them [1–3].

Communication networks have evolved to become the backbone of contemporary society,
underpinning a wide range of critical services: government services, education, healthcare,
banking and e-commerce, social interactions, etc. However, this transformation has come at
the cost of complexity and heightened operational challenges for Internet Service Provider
(ISP) networks tasked with maintaining network performance and service-level agreements
for a multitude of users and applications.

The trajectory for the coming years points toward further escalation in the number of
connected devices and the volume of network traffic. Initiatives like the deployment of 5G
networks in numerous countries and the exploration of 6G networks signify a continuing
trend. These networks are expected to not only connect people but also encompass sensors,
vehicles, robots, and computational resources [4, 5]. Industrial projections like Industry 4.0
are set to benefit from the interconnection of factories and machinery [6], while ambitious
projects extend terrestrial communication networks beyond Earth’s boundaries. Examples
include SpaceX’s Starlink project, which leverages satellite connectivity to enhance internet
access in remote areas, and the collaboration between NOKIA and NASA to establish the
first LTE network on the moon [7].

With the emergence of these diverse applications, each accompanied by stringent net-
work prerequisites such as ultra-low latency, the task of administering modern communi-
cation networks has become substantially more complex. Consequently, network operators

1



Chapter 1: Introduction

find themselves at a crossroads, seeking innovative strategies to manage these burgeoning
heterogeneous networks proficiently.

In parallel, the field of Machine Learning (ML) saw a series of breakthroughs in the last
decade that are also leading into a new and transformative era. Innovations like the Con-
volutional Neural Network (CNN) architecture [8], AlphaGo [9], BERT [10], and the more
recent AlphaFold [11] showcased the remarkable capabilities of ML models, outperforming
conventional solutions in various domains. These advancements spurred interest in using
ML to address real-world challenges, ranging from estimating arrival times in navigation
apps to improving medical imaging [12].

This dissertation aims to explore the intricate landscape of modern networked environ-
ments, where traditional management approaches fall short, and to investigate innovative
solutions based on recent advances in ML to address the challenges of efficiently managing
complex, heterogeneous and inherently distributed networks.

1.1 Motivation and Objectives

In general, the optimization of distributed systems is a fundamental challenge that
underpins the efficient operation of a wide range of scenarios: from all sorts of computer
networks to social networks, traffic lights in smart cities, autonomous vehicles, power grids,
etc. This optimization problem involves finding optimal configurations and strategies to
improve the performance of these complex interconnected systems. While numerous methods
and techniques have been proposed to address this challenge [13], the focus has often been
on specific use cases or centralized approaches that suffer from computational inefficiency
and scalability limitations [14].

In fact, the optimization of networked scenarios has been traditionally approached as
a combinatorial problem [15–19], employing classical methodologies such as Integer Lin-
ear Programming (ILP), Local Search (LS), Constraint Programming (CP), or Numerical
Methods (NM). While these centralized methods offer theoretical guarantees, they are com-
putationally expensive and struggle to scale with the size of the network graph. Conse-
quently, they often yield suboptimal solutions unless significant computational resources are
expended. Moreover, their lack of scalability precludes their use in real-time applications,
where optimization needs to adapt rapidly to changes in the network [20].

In contrast to centralized approaches, the design of decentralized architectures capi-
talizes on the inherent distributed nature of such networked environments. This approach
holds the promise of mitigating scalability challenges by parallelizing optimization processes
across computationally-enabled elements of the network. ML-based solutions, and in par-
ticular Multi-Agent Reinforcement Learning (MARL) methodologies [21], have attracted
considerable attention in recent years as they perfectly fit into these distributed design prin-
ciples. However, many existing methods in this domain employ a standard Neural Network
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(NN) architecture to model policies, often leading to isolated agents with limited cooperation
or relying on ad-hoc communication mechanisms tailored to specific use cases [22–25].

The main motivation of this dissertation is to explore and address the general problem of
optimizing distributed systems leveraging the promising MARL methodology together with
a Graph Neural Network (GNN) [26], which might unveil the potential of exploiting graph-
based inductive biases of networked environments and further benefit from the distributed
nature of such networks. Prior to our initial research, there were few MARL frameworks
that embedded GNNs to model distributed scenarios, and the found references were limited
to AI-focused papers with no realistic applications [27,28].

Hence, we aimed to design a novel framework combining MARL and GNNs able to
optimize networked systems in a distributed way by deploying a set of agents across the
network equipped with topology-awareness and generalization capabilities. Moreover, the
idea is that the framework is not confined to a specific application domain, and to do so
we should carefully design general, use case-agnostic cooperation mechanisms among agents
that can easily adapt to different distributed systems and which are robust enough to satisfy
the challenging requirements of real-world applications (low latency, feasible link overloads,
compatible with legacy hardware, etc.) [20, 29].

Our research has been specially motivated by the need of innovative solutions for the
optimization and management of today’s computer networks, which as we exposed above
posit very hard challenges for network operators due to the observed exponential growth and
importance in our society. Thus, it is our objective to show that such a framework can be
adapted to operate different real-world computer network scenarios and can be successfully
compared against the state-of-the-art on those use cases. In addition to that, we also have
the long-term goal to show that our framework can also be considered in other distributed
systems beyond computer-based infrastructures.

Finally, the dissertation also delves into potential future directions for enhancing this
framework, particularly addressing challenges related to current GNN models. To this end,
the objective is to explore the integration of very recent Topological Deep Learning (TDL)
[30,31] techniques, which have shown promise in handling complex relational data and long-
range interactions, in order for our framework to go beyond the graph-based representations
and local neighborhoods that GNNs rely on.

1.2 Contributions

The first and main contribution of this dissertation is our proposed MAGNNETO frame-
work for distributed optimization in networked scenarios, which stands for Multi-Agent
Graph Neural Network Optimization. By embedding a GNN architecture into a MARL
setting, MAGNNETO is designed to optimize networked environments in a fully distributed
manner by naturally parallellizing the optimization process among the computationally-
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enabled nodes of a network –where agents are deployed and operate. It can be easily adapted
to different use cases by properly adjusting the RL environment (state and action spaces,
reward function), and due to its modular GNN-based modeling of the system it can easily
generalize over scenarios not previously seen in training and be fully compatible with the
hardware of today’s networked infrastructures.

The second substantial contribution is precisely the successful application of MAGN-
NETO to different networked use cases. This dissertation addresses two impactful and chal-
lenging optimization scenarios within computer networks, ultimately showing that MAGN-
NETO provides with relevant contributions and improvements in both active research fields.

First, we revisit the fundamental problem of Traffic Engineering (TE) optimization in
ISP networks, where the goal is to minimize network congestion. Although many propos-
als had tackled this challenge from various angles, ML-based solutions had yet to surpass
traditional optimization algorithms. In this context, we introduce MAGNNETO-TE, an
adaptation of our framework tailored for minimizing the maximum link utilization of such
networks. We show for the first time that a ML-based approach can obtain similar perfor-
mance than classical state-of-the-art TE optimizers while significantly reducing the execution
cost of those traditional, centralized solutions.

Next, we also consider the challenging optimization scenario of Congestion Control
(CC) in a Datacenter Network (DCN), a domain marked by dynamic traffic patterns and
low-latency requirements. While ML-based solutions have made strides, they often require
network stack reimplementations or online training, limiting their applicability. On the other
hand, our MAGNNETO-CC adaptation offers an offline, distributed solution that is compat-
ible with widely deployed CC protocols. In our evaluation, we show that MAGNNETO-CC
outperforms state-of-the-art ML-based CC methodologies, as well as static CC configuration
baselines that are typically used in current DCNs.

Last, but not least, the dissertation also delves into potential future directions for
enhancing MAGNNETO, particularly addressing challenges related to GNN over-smoothing
and over-squashing issues. We explore the integration of TDL techniques, which have shown
promise in handling complex relational data and long-range interactions, offering a novel
approach to distributed optimization in networked scenarios. In this last contribution, we
show that our proposed TDL-based methodologies can potentially define a strong baseline for
lossy data compression by exploiting multi-element correlations and going beyond the graph
domain. The obtained results in network traffic compression on networks with multiple
vantage points reveal that our models outperform other ML-based architectures (including
different GNNs) for this task.
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1.3 Outline of the Thesis

In summary, this dissertation embarks on a journey to tackle the fundamental problem
of optimizing networked, graph-based environments, first presenting MAGNNETO as a novel
and versatile solution, then showcasing its different applications, and finally exposing the
conclusions as well as avenues for future research and enhancement. These 3 steps define
the general outline of the Thesis, which we detail as follows:1

Proposed Method

Section 2: Background

In this section we provide the technical background of our proposed architecture, de-
scribing the fundamentals of the MARL and GNN technologies it is based on.

Section 3: Multi-Agent Graph Neural Network Optimization

This section introduces the MAGNNETO framework, our general multi-agent opti-
mization architecture for distributed systems. After reviewing the related literature,
the pipeline of MAGNNETO is described in detail, and the section concludes with a
summary of its main features and contributions.
Related Outcomes: Publications [32–34] & Patents [35,36].

Applications

Section 4: MAGNNETO-TE: Traffic Engineering in ISP Networks

This section is devoted to describe our first application of MAGNNETO to a real-world
scenario: Traffic Engineering in ISP networks. The section motivates and outlines this
network scenario, and then introduces and evaluates MAGNNETO-TE, the adaptation
of the framework to this specific task.
Related Outcomes: Publications [32,33] & Patent [35].

Section 5: MAGNNETO-CC: Congestion Control in Datacenters

This section presents our second application of MAGNNETO, now to Congestion Con-
trol optimization in DCNs. We deep into this particular network scenario, present an
adaptation of the framework –MAGNNETO-CC– that addresses the challenges it poses,
and perform an extensive evaluation of the model.
Related Outcomes: Publication [34] & Patent [36].

1More details about the related outcomes of each chapter –both publications and submitted patents– can
be found in Appendix A.
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Future Directions & Conclusions

Section 6: Beyond the Graph Domain: Topological Network Traffic Compression

This section explores the use of TDL methods to extend MAGNNETO’s architecture
beyond graph-based representations, and to do so we consider the relevant use case of
traffic data compression on networks with multiple vantage points.
Related Outcomes: Publications [37,38].

Section 7: Conclusions and Future Work

The final section of this dissertation concludes our work and summarizes different re-
search lines as future work.
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Chapter 2

Background

The distributed architecture proposed in this thesis combines two Machine Learning (ML)
mechanisms. First, we use a Graph Neural Network (GNN) to model networked scenar-
ios. GNNs are neural network architectures specifically designed to generalize over graph-
structured data [39], and thus, are well suited to operate successfully in other network
scenarios including topologies and configurations unseen during training. Moreover, they
offer near real-time operation below the scale of milliseconds.

Second, we design a Multi-Agent Reinforcement Learning (MARL) setting -which highly
relies on the more fundamental theory of single-agent Reinforcement Learning (RL)- to build
a distributed system in which each node or link becomes an agent that, having access only to
local information, learns how to efficiently modify its internal attributes in order to achieve
a global optimization goal.

This chapter provides a technical background of these ML-based methodologies.

2.1 Graph Neural Networks

GNNs are a novel family of neural networks designed to operate over graphs. They were
introduced in [26] and numerous variants have been developed since [40–44]. In their basic
form, they consist in associating some initial states to the different elements of an input
graph, and combine them considering how these elements are connected in the graph. An
iterative message-passing algorithm updates the elements’ state and uses the resulting states
to produce an output. The particularities of the problem to solve will determine which GNN
variant is more suitable, depending on, for instance, the nature of the graph elements (i.e.,
nodes and edges) involved.

Message Passing Neural Network (MPNN) [45,46] are a well-known type of GNNs that
apply an iterative message-passing algorithm to propagate information between the nodes
of the graph. For clarity, we omit edge- and graph-level features and describe the general
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Figure 2.1: Message passing overview from the perspective of a single node.

execution on a node level basis. Formally, let a graph be a tuple of nodes and edges,
G = (V, E), and denote by ht

k
∈ Rd the hidden state of a node k at message passing iteration

t –whose initializations h0
k

typically leverage the initial node features xk ∈ R f if available.

In a message-passing step (see Figure 2.1), each node k receives messages from all the
nodes in its one-hop neighborhood N(k) = {v ∈ V | (k, v) ∈ E}. Messages are generated by
applying a message function m(·) to the hidden states of node pairs in the graph. Then,
they are combined by a permutation invariant aggregation function ⊕ (Equation 2.1.1)– for
instance, an element-wise sum, mean or min/max. Finally, an update function u(·) is used
to compute a new hidden state for every node (Equation 2.1.2):

M t+1
k =


i∈N (k)

m(ht
k, h

t
i ), (2.1.1)

ht+1
k = u(ht

k,M
t+1
k ), (2.1.2)

where m(·) and u(·) are differentiable functions, and consequently may be learned by neural
networks. After a certain number of iterations T , the final hidden node representations
{hT

k
}k∈V are used by a readout function r(·) to produce an output for the given task. This

function can also be implemented by a neural network and is typically tasked to predict
either individual properties of nodes (e.g., its class) or global properties at the graph level.

Notably, the same message, aggregation and update functions –as well as the read-
out if it predicts a node property– are applied to each node; this feature, together with
permutation invariant aggregators, unveil the potential of MPNNs to exploit graph-based
inductive biases, enabling unprecedented scalability/generalization capabilities in the graph
domain. In essence, the motivation behind GNNs is to provide a learning framework that
can naturally handle the complexities and irregularities of graph data, encompassing both
its topological structure and feature information. As graph-structured data is ubiquitous in
the real world, the relevance and importance of GNNs have grown exponentially in a wide
range of domains of science and technology [47].

10



Section 2.2: Reinforcement Learning

2.2 Reinforcement Learning

The concept of RL [48] emerged with the objective of designing agents able to deal with
sequential decision problems by themselves, in the sense that they are not told which actions
to take; instead, they must learn good long-term policies by optimizing a cumulative future
reward signal.

In the standard RL setting [49], an agent interacts with the environment in the follow-
ing way: at each step t, the agent selects an action at based on its current state st , to which
the environment responds with a reward rt and then moves to the next state st+1. This in-
teraction is modeled as a time-homogeneous Markov Decision Process (MDP) (S,A, r, P, γ),
where

• S and A are the state and action spaces, respectively. It is assumed that both are
finite, with n := | S |;

• P is the transition kernel, st+1 ∼ P(·|st, at ); the Markov assumption states that
P(st+1 |st, at, st−1, at−1, ...) = P(st+1 |st, at );

• rt represents the immediate reward given by the environment after taking action at be-
ing in state st . These rewards are considered to be sampled from a reward distribution
R(s, a), i.e. rt ∼ R(st, at );

• γ is the discount factor.

Another relevant concept is that of the return, usually defined as the discounted cumulative
rewards along a certain agent trajectory {(st, at, rt )}Tt=0, i.e.

Gt =

T
t=0

γtR(st, at ) (2.2.1)

Finally, the behaviour of the agent is described by a policy π : S → A, which maps each
state to a probability distribution over the action space. Hence, the goal of a RL agent is to
find the optimal policy in the sense that, given any considered state s ∈ S, it always select
an action that maximizes the expected return.

There are two main model-free approaches to this end [48]:

• Action-value methods, typically referred to as Q-learning; the policy π is indirectly
defined from the learned estimates of the action value function

Qπ(s, a) = E
π
[Gt |s0 = s, a0 = a] .

• Policy Gradient (PG) methods, which directly attempt to learn a parameterized policy
representation πθ . The Actor-Critic family of PG algorithms also involves learning a
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function approximator Vφ(s) of the state value function Vπθ (s) = Eπθ [Gt |st = s]. In this
case, actions are exclusively selected from function πθ , which estimates the policy (i.e.,
the actor), but the training of such policy is guided by the estimated value function
Vφ(s), which assesses the consequences of the actions taken (i.e., the critic).

We provide more details about each of these RL branches below.

2.2.1 Q-learning Methods

Q-learning methods consider the state-action value function (a.k.a. q-value function),
defined as the expected discounted return from a state-action pair by following a certain
policy π, i.e.

Qπ(s, a) = Eπ

 ∞
t=0

γtR(st, at )
s0 = s, a0 = a


(2.2.2)

As shown in [48], looking for a policy with an optimal state-value function for every state-
action pair is equivalent to finding the optimal policy. This is precisely the basis of all RL
methods covered by the names of Q-learning and Q-networks.

In fact, Q-learning is as well the name of the first algorithm that sought for the optimal
state-value function to solve the RL problem setting [50]. In particular, Q-learning is a
tabular method -i.e. constructs a table with all possible combinations of state-action pairs-
that obtains the optimal state-action value function by iteratively updating

Q(st, at ) ← Q(st, at ) + α

r(st, at ) + γmax

a′
Q(st+1, a′) − Q(st, at )


, (2.2.3)

where α ∈ (0, 1] is the learning rate and γ ∈ [0, 1] the discount factor. However, the use of
tabular representations is unfeasible when dealing with large state spaces, which is the case
of most RL problems.

Deep Q-learning Network (DQN) [51] overcomes this limitation by designing a Neural
Network (NN) as a function approximator for the q-value function. This enables to rely on
the generalization capabilities of NNs to estimate the q-values of states and actions unseen
in advance. For this reason, a NN well suited to understand and generalize over the input
data of the DRL agent is crucial for the agents to perform well when facing states (or
environments) never seen before. Additionally, DQN uses an experience replay buffer to
store past sequential experiences (i.e. stores trajectory tuples of the form {st, at, rt, st+1}).
While training the neural network, the temporal correlation is broken by sampling randomly
from the experience replay buffer.

Algorithm 1 shows the pseudocode of a basic DQN implementation with double Q-
learning [52], which helps reducing the overestimation bias of conventional Q-learning by
decoupling the selection of the action from its evaluation. We refer the reader to [53] to
check for more extensions that further improve DQN.

12



Section 2.2: Reinforcement Learning

Algorithm 1: DQN [51] Pseudocode
Data: Learning rate α, discount factor γ, exploration rate  , capacity of replay

memory D, batch size B
Result: Trained Q-network

1 Initialize Q-network with random weights θ
2 Initialize target Q-network with weights θ− = θ
3 Initialize replay memory D with capacity D
4 for episode = 1 to M do
5 Initialize state s
6 while episode is not terminated do
7 With probability  , select a random action a
8 Otherwise, select a = argmaxa′ Q(s, a′; θ)
9 Execute action a in the environment

10 Observe reward r and next state s′

11 Store transition (s, a, r, s′) in D
12 Sample random minibatch of transitions (sj, aj, rj, s′j) from D
13 for each transition in minibatch do
14 If s′j is terminal, set yj = rj
15 Otherwise, set yj = rj + γmaxa′ Q(s′j, a′; θ−)
16 end for
17 Perform a gradient descent step on


yj − Q(sj, aj ; θ)

2 with respect to θ
18 Every C steps, set θ− = θ
19 Update state s = s′

20 end while
21 end for

2.2.2 Policy Gradient Methods

In model-free Policy Gradient Optimization methods [48] the agent learns an explicit
policy representation πθ with some parameters θ –typically a neural network. In most cases,
during the training process, they involve learning as well a function approximator Vφ(s) of
the state value function Vπθ (s), defined as the expected discounted return from a given state
s by following policy πθ :

Vπθ (s) = E
πθ

[Gt |st = s] (2.2.4)

This defines the so-called Actor-Critic family of Policy Gradient algorithms [48], where
actions are selected from the function that estimates the policy (i.e., the actor), and the
training of such policy is guided by the estimated value function to assess the consequences
of the actions taken (i.e., the critic). The optimization of both set of parameters θ and φ is
generally performed in an online fashion –i.e., trajectories used for the updates are always
drawn from the latest version of the policy.

Among the great variety of Actor-Critic algorithms proposed in the literature [48], in this
thesis we particularly implement a Proximal Policy Optimization (PPO) [54] method, which
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strikes a favorable balance between reliability, sample complexity and simplicity. In fact,
PPO emerged as an alternative of Trust Region Policy Optimization (TRPO) methods [55],
sharing most of their benefits while being much simpler to implement. We refer the reader to
the original paper [54] for further details of the PPO motivation and its relation to TRPO.

In order to improve data efficiency, PPO uses multiple epochs of minibatch Stochastic
Gradient Descent (SGD) to perform a policy update from a certain trajectory; in particular,
this implies that there might be a difference between the current stochastic policy πθ during
the optimization process and the policy πθold that generated the samples. PPO deals with
this degree of "off-policyness" through importance sampling, so minibatch policy updates
are performed by maximizing an objective of the form

L(θ) = Êt

πθ(at |st )
πθold (at |st )

Ât


= Êt


ρt (θ)Ât


, (2.2.5)

being Ât = Ĝt−Vφ(st ) the estimated advantage function at step t, which can be approximated
through the critic’s state value function (e.g. by means of Generalized Advantage Estimate
(GAE) [56]).

However, without a constraint, the maximization of such objective would lead to an
excessively large policy update [55]. Authors of PPO redefine it to penalize changes to the
policy that move ρt (θ) away from 1:

LCLIP(θ) = Êt

min(ρt (θ)Ât, clip (ρt (θ), 1 − , 1 + ) Ât )


(2.2.6)

By introducing the hyperparameter  , the term clip (ρt (θ), 1 − , 1 + ) keeps the probability
ratio ρt (θ) in the interval [1 − , 1 + ]. Finally, by taking the minimum of the the clipped
and unclipped objective, PPO objective becomes a lower -i.e. pessimistic- bound of the
unclipped objective.

Regarding the training of the critic, the value function error term LVF (φ) is typically a
squared-error loss between the prediction Vφ(s) and the actual cumulative reward obtained
in the agent trajectory. Moreover, an extra entropy term S[πθ] is usually considered to
ensure sufficient exploration, thus obtaining a global PPO objective of the form

LPPO(θ, φ) = E

LCLIP(θ) − c1LVF (φ) − c2S[πθ]


, (2.2.7)

where c1, c2 are coefficients to weight critic and entropy losses, respectively.
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2.3 Multi-Agent Reinforcement Learning

Contrary to a single-agent RL setting, in a MARL framework there is a set of agents V
–interacting with a common environment– that have to learn how to cooperate to pursue a
common goal. Such a setting is generally formulated as a Decentralized Partially Observable
Markov Decision Process (Dec-POMDP) [21] where, besides the global state space S and
action space A, it distinguishes local state and action spaces for every agent –i.e., Sv and
Av for v ∈ V. At each time step t of an episode, each agent may choose an action av

t ∈ Av

based on local observations of the environment encoded in its current state svt ∈ Sv. Then,
the environment produces individual rewards rvt (and/or a global one rt), and it evolves
to a next global state st+1 ∈ S –i.e., each agent v turn into the following state svt+1 ∈ Sv.
Typically, a MARL system seeks for the optimal global policy by learning a set of local
policies {πθv }v∈V . For doing so, most state-of-the-art MARL solutions implement traditional
(single-agent) RL algorithms on each distributed agent, while incorporating some kind of
cooperation mechanism between them [21]. The standard approach for obtaining a robust
decentralized execution, however, is based on a centralized training where extra information
can be used to guide agents’ learning [57].
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Chapter 3

Multi-Agent Graph Neural Network
Optimization

In this chapter we introduce the main contribution of this thesis: our novel ML framework
for distributed optimization in networked scenarios, which leverages Graph Neural Network
(GNN) [26] and Multi-Agent Reinforcement Learning (MARL) [21] at its core. We name it
MAGNNETO, standing for Multi-Agent Graph Neural Network Optimization.

The organization of the chapter is as follows: in the first section we revisit some re-
lated works, then we describe in detail the general pipeline of MAGNNETO, and finally we
summarize the main contributions of the proposed method.

3.1 Related Work

The aim of this section is to review the related literature of the general problem of
optimizing networked, graph-based environments, without focusing on a specific use case.
In the following chapters, when describing the application of MAGNNETO to particular
scenarios (Traffic Engineering (TE) in Chapter 4, Congestion Control (CC) in Datacenter
Network (DCN)s in Chapter 5), the reader can also find the corresponding section that
revisits in depth the most related works on that field.

Typically, the optimization of networked scenarios has been formulated as a combinato-
rial problem and tackled using classical methodologies such as Integer Linear Programming
(ILP) [15, 16], Local Search (LS) [17], Constraint Programming (CP) [18] or CP [19], to
name a few. However, all of these centralized methods are computationally expensive and
do not scale well with the graph size; hence, despite their theoretical guarantees, they re-
sult in sub-optimal solutions if the execution time is not long enough. This also prevents
their use in real-time applications, as the optimization process needs to be recomputed from
scratch after every change in the network.
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On the other hand, the design of decentralized architectures can hugely benefit from the
distributed nature of the involved networks: it can potentially alleviate the scalability issues
by naturally parallellizing the optimization process across computationally-enabled elements
of the graph. In this regard, ML solutions, and in particular MARL-based methodologies
[21], have attracted a lot of interest in recent years [22–25]. However, most of the proposed
methods implement standard NNs to model the policies and either define greedy agents with
barely cooperation between them, or rely on ad hoc communication mechanisms that are
specifically defined for the particular use case.

In fact, to the best of our knowledge, before we published the first version of our method
– [32], Is Machine Learning Ready for Traffic Engineering Optimization?– there were very
few MARL frameworks designed to exploit the graph-based inductive biases of networked
environments [27, 28], and the found references were purely AI-targeted papers focused on
the general model formulation with no realistic applications in real-world scenarios.

Therefore, we claim that MAGNNETO is among the first architectures that embeds a
GNN into a MARL setting to provide agents with topology-awareness and generalization ca-
pabilities while simplifying the cooperation mechanisms, and the first one that addresses the
deployability challenges in real-world networked contexts (Internet Service Provider (ISP)
Networks [32, 33], DCNs [34], Power Grids [58]). In next Section 3.3 we provide further
details about the main contributions of MAGNNETO.

3.2 MAGNNETO Architecture

MAGNNETO internally models a networked environment as a graph G = (N, E,V),
with N and E representing the set of nodes and edges, respectively, and V acting for a
set of agents that can control some of the graph entities (nodes or edges). Let S and A
represent the global state and action spaces, respectively, defined as the joint and union
of the respective agents’ local spaces, S = 

v∈V Sv and A = 
v∈V Av. The theoretical

framework of MAGNNETO allows to implement both Q-learning and PG methods, so for
the sake of generalization let fθ represent the global Reinforcement Learning (RL)-based
function that is aimed to be learned –i.e., the global state-action value function Qθ for the
former, or the global policy πθ for the latter.

One of the main features of MAGNNETO is that it makes all agents v ∈ V learn the
global RL-based function approximator in a fully distributed fashion –i.e., all agents end
up constructing and having access to the very same representation fθ . In particular, and
from a theoretical RL standpoint, this allows to formulate the problem within two different
paradigms depending on the number of actions allowed at each time-step of the RL episode.
On the one hand, imposing a single action per time-step enables to devise the problem
as a time-homogeneous Markov Decision Process (MDP) of single-agent RL [48]. On the
other hand, when letting several agents act simultaneously, it requires the more challenging
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Decentralized Partially Observable Markov Decision Process (Dec-POMDP) formalization of
standard MARL [21]. Note, however, that in practice the execution pipeline of MAGNNETO
is exactly the same in both cases.

Another relevant feature of our design is that all agents v ∈ V are able to internally
construct such global representation fθ mainly through message communications with their
direct neighboring agents B(v) and their local computations, no longer needing a centralized
entity responsible for collecting and processing all the global information together. Such
a decentralized, message-based generation of the global function is achieved by modeling
the global function fθ with a Message Passing Neural Network (MPNN), so that all agents
v ∈ V deployed in the network are actually replicas of the MPNN modules (message, aggre-
gation, update and readout functions) that perform regular message exchanges with their
neighbors B(v) following the message passing iteration procedure of MPNNs; in particular,
note that such parameter sharing implies that all agents share as well the same local state
and action spaces. This reinterpretation of a MPNN as a set of copies of its internal modules
is especially important due to the fact that in our approach we directly map the graph G to
a real networked scenario, deploying copies of the MPNN modules along hardware devices
in the network (e.g., routers) and making all message communications involved to actu-
ally go through the real network infrastructure. Hence, our proposed architecture naturally
distributes the execution of the MPNN, and consequently is able to fully decentralize the
execution of single-agent RL algorithms.

Algorithm 2 summarizes the resulting distributed pipeline. At each time-step t of an
episode of length T , the MPNN-driven process of approximating the function fθ(st, at ) –where
st ∈ S and at ∈ A refer to the global state and action at t– first constructs a meaningful
hidden state hv for each agent v ∈ V. Each hidden state hv basically depends on the
hidden representations of the neighboring agents B(v), and its initialization h0v is a function
of the current agent state stv ∈ Sv, which is in turn based on some pre-defined internal agent
features xtv. Those representations are shaped during K message-passing steps, where hidden
states are iteratively propagated through the graph via messages between direct neighbors.
In particular, successive hidden states hk

v , where k accounts for the message-passing step, are
computed by the message, aggregation and update functions of the MPNN, as previously
described in Section 2.1.

Once agents generate their final hidden representation, a readout function –following
the MPNN nomenclature– is applied to each agent to finally obtain the global function fθ .
Particularly, in our system the readout is divided into two steps: first, each agent v ∈ V
implements a local readout that takes as input the final representation hK

v , and outputs
the final value -or a representation- of the global function fθ over every possible action in
the agent’s space Av; for instance, this output could be the unnormalized log probability
(i.e., logit) of the agent’s actions in case of PG methods, or directly the q-value associated
to each action when considering Q-learning algorithms. The second and last steps involve
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Algorithm 2: MAGNNETO’s execution pipeline.
Require: A graph G = (N, E) with a set of agents V, MPNN trained parameters

θ = {θi}i∈{m,a,u,r }
Input: Initial graph configuration X0

G, episode length T , number of message passing
steps K

1 Agents initialize their states s0v based on X0
G

2 for t ← 0 to T do
3 Agents initialize their hidden states h0v ← (stv, 0, . . . , 0)
4 for k ← 0 to K do
5 Agents share their current hidden state hk

v to neighboring agents B(v)
6 Agents process the received messages Mk

v ← aθa ({mθm (hk
v, h

k
µ)}µ∈B(v))

7 Agents update their hidden state hk+1
v ← u(hk

v,M
k
v )

8 end for
9 Agents partially evaluate the RL function fθ over their own actions

{ fθ(st, a)}a∈Av ← rθr (hK
v )

10 Agents receive the partial evaluations of fθ of the rest of agents and build the
global representation fθ ← { fθ(st, a)}a∈A

11 Agents select the same set of actions At according to fθ
12 Agents whose action was selected execute it, and the environment updates the

graph configuration X t+1
G

13 Agents update their states st+1v based on X t+1
G

14 end for
Output: New graph configuration X∗

G that optimizes some pre-defined objective or
metric

a communication layer that propagates such individual outputs to the rest of the agents,
so that all of them can internally construct the global representation of fθ for the overall
network state st =


v∈V stv and all possible actions


v∈V{av,0, av,1, . . . , av,i}, with i ∈ N\{0}

the number of actions of local agent spaces Av. Finally, to ensure that all distributed agents
sample the same actions when fθ encodes a distribution, they are provided with the same
probabilistic seed before initiating the process. Consequently, only agents whose action has
been selected do execute an action at each time-step t. Note that actions are not actually
applied over the network configuration until the whole optimization process finishes.

3.3 Main Features and Contributions

Finally, this section summarizes the main contributions and features of the proposed
MAGNNETO’s pipeline:

Adaptation to Different Networked Scenarios: By design, MAGNNETO can easily
be adapted to any networked scenario where some of the node elements of its graph-based
representation (e.g. routers in computer networks, power stations in power grids) have
computation capabilities, and there exist physical or wireless links between them that can
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naturally transmit the communication messages between neighboring agents involved in
the MPNN-based optimization process. The critical step is to define an appropiate RL
environment (episode definition, state and action spaces, reward function) for the MARL
setting to properly learn to optimize the desired network metric.

Fully Decentralized Architecture: In contrast to traditional centralized optimization
schemes, the decentralized design of MAGNNETO naturally distributes and parallelizes the
optimization execution across the network. As we will show in our considered applications,
this allows our method to run significantly faster than centralized solutions while achieving
comparable state-of-the-art performance.

Generalization over Unseen Networks: A common downside of current ML-based
solutions applied to networked environments is their limited performance when operating
in different networks to those seen during training, which is commonly referred to as lack
of generalization [39]. Without generalization, training must be done at the same network
where the ML-based solution is expected to operate. Hence, from a practical standpoint
generalization is a crucial aspect, as training directly in networks in production is typically
unfeasible. MAGNNETO implements internally a GNN, which introduces proper learning
biases to generalize across networks of different sizes and structures [39].

No Need of Network Upgrades: As stated before in the first point, the only require-
ment for a networked scenario to be compatible with MAGNNETO are basic computation
capabilities on its nodes, which can be taken for granted in most –if not all– of today’s
infrastructures. In particular, note that no new hardware would be required for its imple-
mentation and deployment, i.e. it is totally compatible with current and legacy equipment.
Each agent, as a replica of the inner modules of the GNN, does not necessarily need specific
AI accelerators to perform its computations.

Flexibility to Define the RL Algorithm: As mentioned in previous Section, MAGN-
NETO is compatible with both Q-learning and Policy Gradient RL methods. As we will
see in next chapters, this is an important feature since the particularities of the considered
use case –specially the definition of the action space– can result in different needs regarding
those types of RL pipelines. For instance, for the application of MAGNNETO to CC in
DCNs (Chapter 5) Deep Q-learning Network (DQN) showed more stability and robustness
than Proximal Policy Optimization (PPO) when navigating among the large action space,
whereas in the TE use case (Chapter 4) PPO clearly outperformed the results obtained by
Q-learning methods.
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Chapter 4

MAGNNETO-TE: Traffic
Engineering in ISP Networks

During the last decade, the networking community has devoted significant efforts to build
efficient solutions for automated network control, pursuing the ultimate goal of achieving the
long-desired self-driving networks [59,60]. In this vein, Machine Learning (ML) is considered
as a promising technique for producing efficient tools for autonomous networking [61,62].

In this chapter, we revisit a fundamental networking problem: Traffic Engineering (TE)
optimization [63, 64]. TE is among the most common operation tasks in today’s Internet
Service Provider (ISP) networks. Here, the classical optimization goal is to minimize net-
work congestion, which is typically achieved by minimizing the maximum link utilization
in the network [16–18, 65, 66]. Given the relevance of this problem, we have witnessed a
plethora of proposals approaching this problem from different angles, such as optimizing
the configuration of widely deployed link-state protocols (e.g., Open Shortest Path First
(OSPF) [67]), making fine-grained flow-based routing, or re-routing traffic across overlay
networks [68,69].

Likewise, for the last years the networking community has focused on developing effec-
tive ML-based solutions for TE. In particular, many works propose the use of Reinforcement
Learning (RL) for efficient TE optimization (e.g., [23, 70–72]). However, at the time of the
start of our research, no ML-based proposal had succeeded to replace long-established TE
solutions; indeed, the best performing TE optimizers to that date were based on traditional
optimization algorithms, such as Constraint Programming (CP) [18], Local Search (LS) [17],
or Linear Programming [15,16].

In this chapter, we introduce MAGNNETO-TE, the adaptation of our general MAGN-
NETO framework to TE. In the proposed algorithm, a RL-based agent is deployed on each
router. Similarly to standard intradomain routing protocols (e.g., OSPF), MAGNNETO’s
agents exchange information with their neighbors in a distributed manner. In particular,
agents communicate via a neural network-driven message passing mechanism, and learn how
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to cooperate to pursue a common optimization goal. As a result, the proposed framework is
fully distributed, and agents learn how to effectively communicate to perform intradomain
TE optimization, i.e. to minimize the maximum link utilization in the network.

Remark: In this chapter, we will interchangeably employ the acronyms MAGNNETO-
TE and MAGNNETO to denote the adaptation of the framework to TE. Regarding the
overarching architecture introduced in Chapter 3, we shall consistently address it as the
general MAGNNETO framework.

More in detail, this adaptation of MAGNNETO presents the following main contribu-
tions to TE research:

Top performance with very low execution times: We compare MAGNNETO-TE
against a curated set of well-established TE solutions: SRLS [17], DEFO [18] and TabuIG-
PWO [16]. These solutions implement mature optimization techniques on top of expert
knowledge. As a result, they are able to achieve close-to-optimal performance in large-scale
networks within minutes [73]. Our results show that MAGNNETO-TE achieves comparable
performance to these state-of-the-art TE solutions, while being significantly faster. In fact,
when enabling several simultaneous actions in our framework, it runs up to three orders of
magnitude faster than the baseline optimizers (sub-second vs. minutes) in networks with
100+ nodes. The reason for this is the fully decentralized architecture of MAGNNETO,
which naturally distributes and parallelizes the execution across the network.

Generalization over unseen networks: A common downside of current ML-based
solutions applied to networking is their limited performance when operating in different
networks to those seen during training, which is commonly referred to as lack of general-
ization [39]. Without generalization, training must be done at the same network where the
ML-based solution is expected to operate. Hence, from a practical standpoint generaliza-
tion is a crucial aspect, as training directly in networks in production is typically unfeasible.
MAGNNETO-TE implements internally a Graph Neural Network (GNN), which introduces
proper learning biases to generalize across networks of different sizes and structures [39]. In
our evaluation, we train MAGNNETO in two different networks, and test its performance
and speed on 75 real-world topologies from the Internet Topology Zoo [74] not seen before.
Our results show that in such scenarios, MAGNNETO still achieves comparable performance
to state-of-the-art TE optimizers, while being significantly faster.

No need for overlay technologies: Recent TE optimizers rely on novel overlay
technologies to achieve their optimization goals [17, 18]. By leveraging Segment Routing
(SR) [75] these solutions are able to use arbitrary overlay paths that are not routed via the
standard OSPF weights. This allows to extend the routing space to a source-destination
granularity and –as shown in the literature– it renders outstanding results. However, in
this chapter we show that comparable performance is achievable by using only standard
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Figure 4.1: Intradomain Traffic Engineering optimization with MAGNNETO.

destination-based OSPF routing. Indeed, MAGNNETO-TE is fully compliant with current
OSPF-based networks, and does not require the use of any overlay technology.

The remainder of this chapter is as follows. Section 4.1 describes the TE scenario where
we deploy the proposed ML-based system. Section 4.2 describes how we adapt the general
MAGNNETO framework to perform intradomain TE optimization. Section 4.3 presents
the first exploratory results we obtained, when MAGNNETO’s architecture still had some
limitations. In Section 4.4 we extend previous evaluation with the full MAGNNETO version,
and consider a larger set of state-of-the-art TE optimizers as well as many more network
topologies. Section 4.5 summarizes the main existing works related to this use case, and
lastly Section 4.6 concludes the chapter.

4.1 Network Scenario

This section describes the intradomain TE scenario over which MAGNNETO-TE oper-
ates, where network traffic is measured and routed to minimize network congestion. Typi-
cally, ISP networks run a link-state Interior Gateaway Protocol (IGP), such as Open Short-
est Path First (OSPF) [67], that chooses paths using the Dijkstra’s algorithm over some
pre-defined link weights.

There exists a wide range of architectures and algorithms for TE in the literature [76].
Network operators commonly use commercial tools [77, 78] to fine-tune link weights. How-
ever, other mechanisms propose to add extra routing entries [79] or end-to-end tunnels (e.g.,
RSVP-TE [80]) to perform source-destination routing, thus expanding the solution space.

MAGNNETO is a fully distributed framework that interfaces with standard OSPF, by
optimizing the link weights used by such protocol. As a result, it does not require any
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changes to OSPF and it can be implemented with a software update on the routers where
it is deployed. In this context, relying on well-known link-state routing protocols, such as
OSPF, offers the advantage that the network is easier to manage compared to finer-grained
alternatives, such as flow-based routing [81].

Figure 4.1 illustrates the general operational workflow of MAGNNETO-TE:

1) Traffic Measurement: First, a traffic measurement platform deployed over the
network identifies a new Traffic Matrix (TM). This new TM is communicated to all partici-
pating routers (Fig. 4.1, step 1), which upon reception will start the next step and optimize
the routing for this TM. We leave out of the scope of this section the details of this process,
as TM estimation is an extensive research field with many established proposals. For in-
stance, this process can be done periodically (e.g., each 5-10 minutes as in [16]), where the
TM is first estimated and then optimized. Some proposals trigger the optimization process
when a relevant change is detected in the TM [82], while others use prediction techniques
to optimize it in advance [83]. Also, some real-world operators make estimates considering
their customers’ subscriptions and operate based on a static TM. Our proposal is flexible
and can operate with any of these approaches.

2) MAGNNETO-TE optimization: Once routers receive the new TM, the dis-
tributed RL-based agents of MAGNNETO start the TE optimization process, which even-
tually computes the per-link weights that optimize OSPF routing in the subsequent step
(Fig. 4.1, step 2). Particularly, we set the goal to minimize the maximum link load (Min-
MaxLoad), which is a classic TE goal in carrier-grade networks [18, 65, 66]. This problem
is known to be NP-hard, and even good settings of the weights can deviate significantly
from the optimal configuration [66,81]. Our Multi-Agent Reinforcement Learning (MARL)
optimization system is built using a distributed GNN that exchanges messages over the
physical network topology. Messages are sent between routers and their directly attached
neighbors. The content of such messages are hidden states that are produced and consumed
by artificial neural networks and do not have a human-understandable meaning. The GNN
makes several message iterations and, during this phase, local configuration of the router
remains unchanged, thus having no impact on the current traffic. More details about the in-
ner workings, performance, communication overhead, and computational cost can be found
in Sections 4.2-4.4.

3) OSPF convergence: Lastly, the standard OSPF convergence process is executed
taking into account the new per-link weights computed by MAGNNETO-TE. Specifically,
each agent has computed the optimal weigths for its locally attached links. For OSPF to
recompute the new forwarding tables, it needs to broadcast the new link weights; this is
done using the standard OSPF Link-State Advertisement (LSA) [67]. Once the routers have
an identical view of the network, they compute locally their new forwarding tables (Fig. 4.1,
step 3), and traffic is routed following the optimization goal. Convergence time of OSPF is a
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well-studied subject. For instance, routing tables can converge in the order of a few seconds
in networks with thousands of links [84].

4.2 MAGNNETO-TE
In this section we describe the particular adaptations of the general MAGNNETO

framework when applying it to the intradomain TE scenario described in Section 4.1. More-
over, we provide some details about the training pipeline of our models.

4.2.1 General Setting

A straightforward approach to map the graph G of the described MAGNNETO frame-
work (Chapter 3) to a computer network infrastructure is to associate the nodes N to
hardware devices (e.g., router, switches) and the edges E to the physical links of the net-
work. Regarding the set of agents V, they can be identified either with the set of nodes,
so that they individually control a hardware device, or with the set of edges by controlling
some configuration parameters of a link connecting two devices.

In the intradomain TE problem, the goal is to learn the set of link weights W = {we}e∈E
that minimizes the maximum link utilization for a certain traffic matrix T M. Hence, we
adapt MAGNNETO-TE so that each agent controls a link (i.e., V=E) and can modify its
weight we; in fact, in order to make the notation simpler, from now on we will refer to each
agent v ∈ V as the edge e ∈ E it represents. We also note that:

• computer networks are commonly represented as directed graphs with links in both
directions, so for each directed link e = (nsrce , n

dst
e ) ∈ E, with nsrce , n

dst
e ∈ N, we define

its neighbor as the set B(e) of edges whose source node coincides with the destination
node of e, i.e. B(e) = {e′ ∈ E|nsrce′ = ndst

e }. In other words, edges in B(e) are those
links that can potentially receive traffic from link e.

• in practice, link-based agents e ∈ E would be deployed and executed in their adjacent
source (nsrce ) or destination (ndst

e ) hardware device.

Furthermore, we implement a well-known Actor-Critic method named Proximal Policy Opti-
mization (PPO) [54], which offers a favorable balance between reliability, sample complexity,
and simplicity. Consequently, in this case the global function fθ of the framework (see Sec-
tion 3) is the global policy πθ of the actor. Regarding the critic’s design, more information
can be found in Section 4.2.3.

4.2.2 Adapting MAGNNETO to TE

Having clear the general configuration of our MAGNNETO-TE implementation, now
we will further describe its operation when dealing with the intradomain TE objective. To
do so, let us reinterpret each of the main fundamental elements introduced earlier from a
TE perspective:
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Figure 4.2: Description of the message passing and action selection process of MAGNNETO-
TE at a certain time-step t of an episode. For simplicity, visual representations of steps (c)
and (d) are focused on a single agent (A9); however, note that the same procedure is executed
in parallel in all link-based agents.
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Environment

We consider episodes of a fixed number of time-steps T . At the beginning of each
episode, the environment provides with a set of traffic demands between all source-destination
pairs (i.e., an estimated traffic matrix [16]). Each link e ∈ E has an associated capacity ce,
and it is initialized with a certain link weight w0

e . These link weights are in turn used to
compute the routers’ forwarding tables, using the standard Dijkstra’s algorithm. Each agent
ve ∈ V has access to its associated link features, which in our case are the current weight,
its capacity, the estimated traffic matrix and the weights of the other links. This can be
achieved with standard procedures in OSPF-based environments (see Sec. 4.1).

State Space and Message Passing

At each time-step t of an episode, each link-based agent ve ∈ V, feeds its Message
Passing Neural Network (MPNN) module with its input features xte to generate its respective
initial hidden state h0e (Figure 4.2.a). In particular, agents consider as input features the
current weight wt

e and the utilization ute [0, 1] of the link, and construct their initial link
hidden representations h0e as a fixed-size vector where the first two components are the input
features and the rest is zero-padded. Note that the link utilization can be easily computed
by the agent with the information of the estimated traffic matrix and the global link weights
locally maintained. Then, the algorithm performs K message-passing steps (Figures 4.2.b
and 4.2.c). At each step k, the algorithm is executed in a distributed fashion over all the links
of the network. Particularly, each link-based agent e ∈ E receives the hidden states of its
neighboring agents B(e), and combines them individually with its own state hk

e through the
message function (a fully-connected NN). Then, all these outputs are gathered according to
the aggregation function –in our case an element-wise min and max operations– producing
the combination Mk

e . Afterwards, another fully-connected NN is used as the update function,
which combines the link’s hidden state hk

e with the new aggregated information Mk
e , and

produces a new hidden state representation for that link (hk+1
e ). As mentioned above, this

process is repeated K times, leading to some final link hidden state representations hK
e .

Action Space

In our implementation, each agent e ∈ E can only take a single action: to increase its
link weight we in one unit. In particular, the agent’s action selection (Figure 4.2.d) is done
as follows: first, every agent applies a local readout function –implemented with a fully-
connected NN– to its final hidden state hK

e , from which it obtains the global logit estimate
of choosing its action (i.e., increase its link weight) over the actions of the other agents.
Then, as previously described in Section 3.2, these logits are shared among agents in the
network, so that each of them can construct the global policy distribution πθ . By sharing
the same probabilistic seed, all agents sample locally the same set of actions At . Finally,
agents whose action has been selected increase by one unit the weight of their associated
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link in its internal global state copy, which is then used to compute the new link utilization
ut+1e under the new weight setting, as well as to initialize its hidden state representation in
the next time-step t + 1.

Reward Function

During training, a reward function is computed at each step t of the optimization
episode. In our case, given our optimization goal we directly define the reward rt as the
difference of the global maximum link utilization between steps t and t + 1. Note that
this reward can be computed locally at each agent from its global state copy, which is
incrementally updated with the new actions applied at each time-step.

4.2.3 Training Details

The training procedure highly depends on the type of RL algorithm chosen. In our
particular implementation, given that we considered an Actor-Critic method (PPO), the
objective at training is to optimize the parameters {θ, φ} so that:

• the previously described GNN-based actor πθ becomes a good estimator of the optimal
global policy;

• the critic Vφ learns to approximate the state value function of any global state.

As commented in Section 2.2.2, the goal of the critic is to guide the learning process of
the actor; it is no longer needed at execution time. Therefore, taking Vφ with a centralized
design would have no impact on the distributed nature of MAGNNETO-TE.

In fact, following the standard approach of MARL systems [57], the training of MAGN-
NETO is performed in a centralized fashion, and such centrality precisely comes from the
critic’s model. In particular, we have implemented Vφ as another link-based MPNN, similar
to the actor but with a centralized readout that takes as inputs all link hidden states in and
outputs the value function estimate. We also considered a MPNN-based critic to exploit
the relational reasoning provided by GNNs; however, note that any other alternative design
might be valid as well.

At a high level, the offline training pipeline is as follows. First, an episode of length T is
generated by following the current policy πθ , while at the same time the critic’s value function
Vφ evaluates each visited global state; this defines a trajectory {st, at, rt, pt,Vt, st+1}T−1t=0 , where
pt = πθ(at |st ) and Vt := Vφ(st ). When the episode ends, this trajectory is used to update
the model parameters –through several epochs of minibatch Stochastic Gradient Descent–
by maximizing the global PPO objective LPPO(θ, φ) described in [54]. The same process of
generating episodes and updating the model is repeated for a fixed number of iterations to
guarantee convergence.
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4.3 Exploratory Evaluation

In our first work about MAGNNETO-TE [32] we raised an open question –Is ML ready
for Traffic Engineering optimization?– and our goal was to discuss whether state-of-the-art
ML techniques are mature enough to outperform traditional TE solutions; to this end, we
presented a first version of MAGNNETO framework for TE optimization. This section
describes the exploratory evaluation performed on that work, where MAGNNETO had still
the limitation of of being formulated over a classical Markov Decision Process (MDP) setting,
i.e. where agents must take actions sequentially in a synchronized manner. In Section 4.4 we
show the extended evaluation performed in our second version of MAGNNETO-TE, which
supports simultaneous actions at each RL optimization step.

More in detail, in this section we present a first set of experiments –over real-world
network topologies– to evaluate the single-action MAGNNETO-TE architecture, and par-
ticularly focus on comparing the proposed solution with DEFO [18] –which is arguably
among the best performing and most advanced TE solutions available at the time of our
research [73].

4.3.1 Experimental Setup

Along this evaluation section, we consider three real-world network topologies for train-
ing and evaluation of our model: 42-link NSFNet, 54-link GBN, and 72-link GEANT2 [85].
The length T of the training and evaluation episodes is pre-defined, and it varies from 100
to 200 steps, depending on the network topology size (see more details later in Sec. 4.3.6).
At the beginning of each episode, the link weights are randomly selected as an integer in the
range [1, 4], so our system is evaluated over a wide variety of scenarios with random routing
initializations. From that point on, at each step of an episode a single agent can modify its
weight by increasing it in one unit, thus chaining the selected actions on the T time-steps
of an episode.

Taking [86] as a reference for defining the hyperparameters’ values of the solution, we
ran several grid searches to appropriately fine-tune the model. The implemented optimizer
is Adam with a learning rate of 3 · 10−4, β=0.9, and =0.9. Regarding the PPO setting, the
number of epochs for each training episode is set to 3 with batches of size 25, the discount
factor γ is set to 0.97, and the clipping parameter to 0.25. We implement the Generalized
Advantage Estimate (GAE), to estimate the advantage function with λ=0.9. In addition,
we multiply the critic loss by a factor of 0.5, and we implement an entropy loss weighted by
a factor of 0.001. Finally, links’ hidden states he are encoded as 16-element vectors, and in
each MPNN forward propagation K=8 message passing steps are executed.

We consider two different traffic profiles: (i) uniform distribution of source-destination
traffic demands, and (ii) traffic distributions following a gravity model [87], which produces
more realistic Internet traffic matrices. For each set of experiments, the training process of
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our MARL+GNN system took about 24 hours running in a machine with a single CPU of
2.20 GHz (∼1M training steps).

4.3.2 Baselines

This section describes the baselines we use to benchmark our MARL+GNN system in
our experiments. We particularly consider two well-known TE alternatives:

• Default OSPF: We consider the routing configuration obtained by applying the OSPF
protocol with the common assumption that link weights are inversely proportional to
their capacities. We consider traffic splitting over multiple paths (OSPF with Equal
Cost Multi-Path (ECMP)), which is a standard recommended best practice.

• Declarative and Expressive Forwarding Optimizer (DEFO) [18]: A centralized network
optimizer that translates high-level goals of operators into network configurations in
real-time (in the order of minutes). DEFO starts from a routing configuration al-
ready optimized with a commercial TE tool [77], and it uses CP [88] and SR [75] to
further optimize it. To this end, DEFO reroutes traffic paths through a sequence of
middlepoints, spreading their traffic over multiple ECMP paths. DEFO obtains close-
to-optimal performance considering several network optimization goals, one of them
being our intradomain TE goal of minimizing the most loaded link. We use the code
publicly shared by the authors of DEFO1. For the sake of comparison, we also use
OSPF-ECMP in the evaluation of our system (MARL+GNN), although it can also
operate in scenarios without ECMP support.

4.3.3 Performance Evaluation over different Traffic Matrices

In this subsection we present the results of our first experiment, which evaluates the
performance of our proposed MARL solution over traffic matrices that have not been seen
during the training process. More in detail, we consider a fixed network topology and a set
of traffic matrices; then our model is trained in that single topology using a subset of traffic
matrices, and finally the trained system is evaluated over a different set with unseen traffic.

In particular, we analyze two different traffic profiles (uniform and gravity model), each
of them in two network topologies (NSFNet and GEANT2). In total we run four independent
experiments, one for each combination of traffic profile and topology. At each experiment,
we stop the training when the system has observed around 100 different traffic matrices
(TM), and the model is evaluated over 100 new TMs. During training, TMs change every
50 training episodes.

Figure 4.3 shows the evaluation result considering a uniform traffic profile. For the sake
of readability, these plots show both the raw Minimum Maximum Link Utilization values

1https://sites.uclouvain.be/defo/
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Figure 4.3: Evaluation results of Minimum Maximum Link Utilization with uniform traffic
profiles in the NSFNet and GEANT2 network topologies. The evaluation is done over 100
traffic matrices unseen during training.

obtained for each TM, and the Cumulative Distribution Function (CDF) of these results.
In this case, we can observe that our proposed MARL+GNN solution performs significantly
better than default OSPF in both topologies (on average, ≈23% better in NSFNet and 42%

in GEANT2) and stays near to the close-to-optimal solutions produced by DEFO algorithm
(in GEANT2, it even improves it by 11%).

Analogously, Figure 4.4 presents the evaluation results in scenarios with the gravity
traffic profile. Again, our proposed MARL+GNN solution outperforms default OSPF in
both topologies (on average, ∼25% better in NSFNet and 17% in GEANT2) and attains a
comparable performance to DEFO.

4.3.4 Generalization over other Network Topologies

While traditional TE optimizers are typically designed to operate on arbitrary net-
works, current state-of-the-art ML-based solutions for TE suffer from a lack of topology
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 Default OSPF
DEFO
MAGNNETO

(a) MinMaxLoad NSFNet (b) MinMaxLoad GEANT2

 

 

DEFO 
MAGNNETO

Default OSPF

(c) CDF NSFNet (d) CDF GEANT2

Figure 4.4: Evaluation results of Minimum Maximum Link Utilization with gravity-based
traffic profiles in the NSFNet and GEANT2 network topologies. The evaluation is done over
100 traffic matrices unseen during training.
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  Default OSPF
DEFO
MAGNNETO

(a) MinMaxLoad GBN (b) CDF GBN

Figure 4.5: Evaluation results of Minimum Maximum Link Utilization for 100 different
configurations in GBN after training the model using exclusively with samples of NSFNet
and GEANT2.

generalization, partly explained by the fixed-size input scheme of most ML models (fully-
connected NNs, convolutional NNs). That is, previous ML solutions could only operate
on those toplogies seen during the training phase. Therefore, achieving generalization over
different topologies is an essential step towards the versatility of state-of-the-art classical
TE methods.

Given that our distributed GNN-based proposal naturally allows variable-size network
scenarios, as well as relational reasoning [89,90], we are particularly interested in evaluating
the generalization potential of our MARL+GNN solution over other networks not considered
in training. For these experiments, we train our model in both NSFNet and GEANT2
topologies, and then evaluate it in a never-seen network (GBN). In this case, we stop the
training when the system observes a total of 100 TMs –alternating NSFNet and GEANT2
instances every 50 training episodes– and evaluate it over 100 TMs in GBN.

Figure 4.5 presents the evaluation results of this experiment, showing the Minimum
Maximum Link Utilization values obtained at each sample, as well as the CDF of these
results. Here we can observe that the proposed solution significantly outperforms default
OSPF (35% better on average) and it is very close -only within a 2% difference- to DEFO.

4.3.5 Robustness against Link Failures

The ability to generalize over different network topologies opens the door to addressing
other uses cases that could not be solved with previous ML-based solutions. For example,
in this section we assess how our solution performs when the network experiences link
failures, which inevitably result in changes in the topology. To this end, we design the
following experiment: given a traffic matrix and a topology, our model previously trained in
Section 4.3.4 is applied in networks with increasing number of random link failures –up to
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 DEFO 

MAGNNETO

Figure 4.6: Performance degradation with increasing link failures for our NSFNet+GEANT2
model (applied to GBN), and DEFO. The plot shows the mean and standard deviation for
5 different TMs; for each TM we average the results on 10 scenarios with n random link
failures.

a maximum of 9 failures. We repeat this experiment 10 times for a given number of failures
n, exploring at each iteration different combinations of link failures.

Figure 4.6 shows the mean and standard deviation of the performance degradation –
w.r.t. the original network scenario with all the links– over 5 different traffic matrices, using
the model trained exclusively in NSFNet and GEANT2 (Sec. 4.3.4) and applying it over
the GBN network topology. These results are compared against DEFO, which is evaluated
under the same conditions (i.e., same TMs and network scenarios). As we can observe, the
performance decays gracefully as the number of removed links increases, showing an almost
identical behavior to that of the state-of-the-art DEFO technique.

NSFNet GBN GEANT2 SYNT500 SYNT1000

Episode Length 100 150 200 5,250 9,600
Execution Time (s) 9.98 · 10−2 1.33 · 10−1 2.12 · 10−1 8.40 19.2
Link Overhead∗ (MB/s) 1.20 1.32 1.20 1.60 1.41
∗It includes a 20% extra cost per message considering headers and metadata.

Table 4.1: Execution cost: Execution time and average MPNN-based link overhead. Applied
to variable-sized network topologies, and assuming that hidden states are encoded as 16-
element vectors of floats, and each Message Passing runs K=8 steps.

4.3.6 Performance vs. Message Passing Iterations

Previous experiments have shown that the proposed solution achieves comparable per-
formance to DEFO across a wide variety of scenarios. However, there are still another
important feature: the execution cost, which can be a crucial aspect to assess whether the
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Figure 4.7: Evolution of the MinMax link load so far along an episode when applying our
model (trained in NSFNet+GEANT2) respectively to NSFNet, GBN, and GEANT2. Plots
show the mean and std. dev. over 5 runs, each considering a different TM.

proposed ML-based solution can achieve reasonable execution times for near real-time op-
eration, as in DEFO.

With the above objective in mind, in this section we first analyze the impact of one
main hyperparameter of our MARL system, which is the episode length T . This is the
maximum number of optimization steps that the MARL system needs to execute before
producing a good set of link weights. Given that in our framework only one of the agents
selects an action (i.e., increase its link weight) at each time-step of the episode, we expect
a straightforward correlation between the number of steps and the total amount of links in
the network: the larger the number of links, the larger should potentially be the episode
explorations to achieve a good configuration. Finding the exact relation, though, depends
on multiple complex factors (e.g., the distribution of links, the initialization of weights, the
estimated traffic demands).

By exploring systematically a variable number of steps in the three topologies considered
above (NSFNet, GBN, GEANT2), we have empirically found that with an episode length
≈2-3 times the number of links in the network, our system reaches its best performance
–which is comparable to the near-optimal results of DEFO, as observed in previous sections.
For instance, in our experiments it is sufficient to define T=100 for NSFNet, T=150 for GBN,
and T=200 for GEANT2. This can be observed in Figure 4.7, which shows the evolution of
the maximum link utilization achieved by our MARL system along an episode in the three
network topologies.

4.3.7 Cost Evaluation

Considering the previous evaluation on the episode length (Sec. 4.3.6), in this section we
aim to evaluate the execution time of our solution to reach its best optimization potential.
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This is probably the main advantage that we can expect from ML-based solutions w.r.t.
to near-optimal state-of-the-art TE techniques, such as DEFO. Indeed, if we analyze the
main breakthroughs of RL in other fields (e.g., [91]), we can observe they have been mainly
achieved in complex online decision-making and automated control problems. Note also that,
after training, our multi-agent system is deployed in a distributed way over the network,
thus distributing the computation of the global TE optimization process.

Table 4.1 shows the execution time of our MARL+GNN trained system for the three
real-world topologies used in our evaluation: NSFNet, GBN and GEANT2. Moreover, we
also simulated executions over two synthetic networks –SYNT500 (500 nodes, 1750 links)
and SYNT1000 (1000 nodes, 3200 links)– in order to analyze the cost of our distributed
system in larger networks. As we can see, the execution time of our solution scales in a very
cost-effective way with respect to the size of the network; from the order of milliseconds
in NSFNet, GBN and GEANT2, to the tens of seconds in the SYNTH1000 network, with
thousands of nodes and links. In contrast, DEFO requires 3 minutes for optimizing networks
of several hundreds of nodes [18]. This shows an important reduction in the execution cost
of our solution; particularly it represents one order of magnitude improvement in the case
of the largest network (SYNTH1000).

We note, though, that this improvement is achieved at the expense of exchanging ad-
ditional GNN messages between nodes (MPNN). We show in Table 4.1 the MPNN com-
munication cost in terms of the average link overhead resulting from such extra messages.
As expected, the cost is quite similar in all topologies, as the messaging overhead of our
distributed protocol is directly proportional to the average node degree (i.e., number of
neighbors) of the network, and computations are distributed among all nodes. In particu-
lar, we can see that the average link overhead only involves a bandwidth of few MB/s per
link independently of its capacity, which can reasonably have a negligible impact in today’s
real-world networks with 10G/40G (or even more) interfaces.

4.4 Extended Evaluation

In our second work about MAGNNETO-TE [33], we deep dived into the question of
our first paper by formulating an enhanced MAGNNETO framework (the final version that
we described in Chapter 3) and performing a much more comprehensive evaluation. We
summarize below the main differences of the extended evaluation presented in this Section
with respect to the previous exploratory one:

• Now MAGNNETO formulates the TE problem as a Decentralized Partially Observable
Markov Decision Process (Dec-POMDP), which enables to achieve a more functional
MARL setting. Instead, the previous version operated over a classical MDP, where
agents must take actions sequentially in a synchronized manner.
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• Therefore, in the experiments showed below MAGNNETO-TE supports simultaneous
actions at each RL optimization step. This dramatically reduces the execution time
(up to 10x in our experiments) with respect to the previous framework, which was
limited by design to one action per step.

• Lastly, we present in this section an extensive evaluation including 75+ real-world
topologies, large-scale scenarios (up to 153 nodes), and a benchmark consisting of a
representative collection of advanced TE optimizers. In contrast, the previous evalu-
ation only considered 3 different topologies of limited size (up to 24 nodes), and the
results were compared against a single TE solver (DEFO).

We begin by describing the considered baselines as well as the setup used in our evalu-
ations. The rest of the section is devoted to analyze the results.

4.4.1 Baselines

In this section we describe the set of baselines we use to benchmark MAGNNETO-TE
in our evaluation. We particularly consider a well-established standard TE mechanism and
three advanced TE optimizers.

The first baseline is labeled as "Default OSPF", a simple heuristic widely used in today’s
ISP networks. In Default OSPF, link weights are inversely proportional to their capacities
and traffic is split over multiple paths using ECMP. In our experiments, all performance
results are expressed in terms of their improvement with respect to Default OSPF.

As state-of-the-art TE benchmarks, we consider the following set of centralized algo-
rithms provided by REPETITA [73]:

• TabuIGPWO (IGP Weight Optimizer, based on [16]): This algorithm runs a LS to find
the OSPF weights that minimize the load of the maximally-utilized link. TabuIGPWO
requires more execution time than the rest of baselines, but represents a classical TE
optimizer that operates in the same optimization space than MAGNNETO-TE (i.e.,
OSPF link weight configuration).

• DEFO (Declarative and Expressive Forwarding Optimizer) [18]: It uses CP and SR [75]
to optimize routing configurations in the order of minutes. To this end, DEFO reroutes
traffic paths through a sequence of middlepoints, spreading their traffic over multiple
ECMP paths.

• SRLS (SR and LS) [17]: By leveraging LS and SR, SRLS achieves similar –or even
better– performance than DEFO at a lower execution time. It also implements ECMP,
and reroutes traffic paths through a sequence of middlepoints.

Particularly, SRLS and DEFO represent state-of-the-art TE optimizers obtaining close-to-
optimal performance on several network optimization goals –one of them being our intrado-
main TE goal of minimizing the most loaded link. To this end, both optimizers leverage
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SR, which enables to define overlay paths at a source-destination granularity. In contrast,
MAGNNETO-TE and TabuIGPWO operate directly over standard OSPF-based networks
with destination-based routing.

4.4.2 Experimental Setup

We compare MAGNNETO against the previously defined TE baselines in all our ex-
perimental settings, which involve 82 different real-world topologies: NSFNet, GBN, and
GEANT2 from [85], and 79 networks from the Internet Topology Zoo dataset [74]. In this
section we provide more low-level technical details of MAGNNETO-TE’s configuration, re-
quired to reproduce the results.

Regarding the length T of the training and evaluation RL-based episodes, it varies
depending on the network topology size and the number of simultaneous actions allowed
(more details below in Sec. 4.4.3). At the beginning of each episode, the link weights are
randomly selected as an integer in the range [1, 4], so our system is evaluated over a wide
variety of scenarios with random routing initializations. From that point on, at each step of
an episode one or several agents can modify their weight by increasing it by one unit.

Taking [86] as a reference for defining the hyperparameters’ values of the solution, we
ran several grid searches to appropriately fine-tune the model. The implemented optimizer
is Adam with a learning rate of 3·10−4, β=0.9, and =0.01. Regarding the PPO setting, the
number of epochs for each training episode is set to 3 with batches of 25 samples, the discount
factor γ is set to 0.97, and the clipping parameter is 0.2. We implement the Generalized
Advantage Estimate (GAE), to estimate the advantage function with λ=0.9. In addition,
we multiply the critic loss by a factor of 0.5, and we implement an entropy loss weighted by
a factor of 0.001. Finally, links’ hidden states he are encoded as 16-element vectors, and in
each MPNN forward propagation K=4 message passing steps are executed.

For each experiment, we generate two sets of simulated traffic matrices: uniform distri-
bution across source-destination traffic demands, and traffic distributions following a grav-
ity model [87] –which produces realistic Internet traffic patterns. The training process of
MAGNNETO-TE highly depends on the topology size; in a machine with a single CPU of
2.20 GHz, it can take from few hours (≈20 nodes) to few days (100+ nodes).

4.4.3 Multiple Actions and Episode Length

As previously mentioned in Chapter 3, there is a relevant hyperparameter that needs
to be further addressed: the episode length T of RL-based episodes, which represents the
maximum number of optimization steps that MAGNNETO needs to execute before produc-
ing a good set of link weights. In this section we provide more details about its definition
in terms of the topology size and the number of simultaneous actions.

Let n be such maximum number of simultaneous actions allowed at each time-step t of
the episode. When imposing n=1 –i.e., only one link weight changes per time-step–, we have
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Figure 4.8: Evaluation of MAGNNETO-TE for different number of simultaneous actions
n ∈ {1, 2, 5, 10}, each of them considering an episode length of T = 150/n. The training only
considers samples of NSFNet and GEANT2 topologies, and the evaluation is performed over
100 unseen TMs on the GBN topology. Each MAGNNETO model and baseline optimizer
is trained and/or evaluated twice for uniform and gravity-based traffic profiles; markers
represent the mean of these results, and we also include the corresponding boxplots.

empirically found that MAGNNETO requires an episode length of ≈2−3 times the number
of links in the network to reach its best performance. This is in line to what we already
observed in previous Section 4.3, based on our preliminary work [92]. However, whereas [92]
was subject to n=1 by design, MAGNNETO-TE allows taking n>1 actions at each time-step,
which can potentially reduce the number of required optimization steps (i.e., speed up the
optimization process).

Figure 4.8 shows that the length T of the episode –which directly relates to the exe-
cution time– can be reduced proportionally by n without a noticeable performance loss. In
particular, the model with n=10 actually reduces by one order of magnitude the execution
time of the 1-action model, but still achieves comparable performance to the state-of-the-art
optimizers of our benchmark –for both traffic profiles, and evaluating on a topology not
previously seen in training.

Given the good trade-off that provides allowing more than one action at each time-step,
for the rest of our experiments we fine-tuned the number of actions n and the episode length
T to balance a competitive performance with the minimum possible execution time. Later
in Section 4.4.6 we will analyze in detail the execution cost of MAGNNETO.

4.4.4 Generalization over Unseen Topologies

At the introduction of this chapter we argued the importance of generalization in ML-
based solutions, which refers to the capability of the solution to operate successfully in other
networks where it was not trained. In this section, we bring MAGNNETO-TE under an
intensive evaluation in this regard.
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(a) TopologyZoo Uniform

(b) TopologyZoo Gravity

Figure 4.9: Evaluation of MAGNNETO-TE’s generalization capability for (a) uniform and
(b) gravity traffic. Each point of the CDF corresponds to the mean MinMaxLoad improve-
ment over 100 TMs for one of the 75 evaluation topologies from Topology Zoo [74], and
boxplots are computed based on these mean improvement values as well. Both the uniform
(a) and gravity (b) MAGNNETO-TE models evaluated were trained exclusively on samples
from the NSFNet and GEANT2 topologies [85].

In our experiments, MAGNNETO only observes NSFNet (14 nodes, 42 links) and
GEANT2 (24 nodes, 74 links) samples during training [85], whereas the evaluation is per-
formed over a subset of 75 networks from the Topology Zoo dataset [74] including topologies
ranging from 11 to 30 nodes, and from 30 to 90 links. More in detail:

• We train two MAGNNETO models, one for each traffic profile (uniform and gravity).

• Each model is trained observing 50 different TMs –either uniform or gravity-based,
depending on the model– alternating between the NSFNet and GEANT2 topologies.
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• Each of these two trained models is evaluated over 100 different TMs –again, either
uniform or gravity-based– on each of the 75 topologies from Topology Zoo.

Overall, this experimental setup comprises 7, 500 evaluation runs for each traffic profile,
which we summarize in Figures 4.9a and 4.9b, respectively for uniform and gravity-based
loads. In particular, note that we first compute the mean MinMaxLoad improvement of
MAGNNETO-TE –and the baselines– over the 100 TMs of each evaluation network, ob-
taining a single value for each of the 75 topologies. Thus, in these figures we represent the
corresponding CDF and boxplot of the 75-sized vector of mean improvement values for each
TE optimizer.

In both traffic scenarios MAGNNETO-TE achieves comparable performance to the
corresponding best performing benchmark –DEFO when considering uniform traffic and
SRLS for gravity. In fact, MAGNNETO-TE outperforms TabuIGPWO, improves DEFO
with gravity-based traffic, and lies within a 2% average improvement difference with respect
to SRLS in both cases. We reckon that these represent remarkable results on generalization;
as far as we know, this is the first time that a ML-based model consistently obtains close
performance to state-of-the-art TE optimizers on such a large and diverse set of topologies
not previously seen in training.
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4.4.5 Traffic Changes in Large Topologies

After evaluating the generalization capabilities of MAGNNETO-TE, we aim to test the
performance of our method over traffic changes in large networks, where the combinatorial
of the optimization process might dramatically increase. Having considered networks up
to 30 nodes and 90 links so far, for this set of experiments we arbitrarily select four large
real-world topologies from Topology Zoo [74]: Interoute (110 nodes, 294 links), Colt (153
nodes, 354 links), DialtelecomCz (138 links, 302 links) and VtlWavenet2011 (92 nodes, 192
links). Figures 4.10.I-IV depict these topologies.

In these experiments, for each traffic profile (uniform or gravity) we train a MAGNNETO-
TE model on each network. Then, we evaluate models on the same topology where they were
trained, over 100 different TMs not previously seen in training. Figures 4.10.a-d and 4.10.e-f
show the corresponding CDF of all these evaluations, considering uniform and gravity traffic
loads respectively.

As we can see, with uniform traffic SRLS is clearly the best performing baseline, achiev-
ing a remarkable overall improvement gap with respect to the other two benchmarked opti-
mizers. However, in this scenario MAGNNETO-TE is able to obtain similar improvements
to SRLS, slightly outperforming it in VtlWavenet2011. On the other hand, results with
gravity-based traffic suggest that Default OSPF already provides with low-congested rout-
ing configurations in scale-free networks when considering more realistic traffic. Despite this
fact, MAGNNETO-TE turns out to be the overall winner in the comparison with gravity
loads, consistently achieving lower congestion ratios for a large number of TMs in all four
topologies.

In short, in all scenarios MAGNNETO-TE attained equivalent –or even better– perfor-
mance than the advanced TE optimizers benchmarked. These results evince its potential to
successfully operate in large computer networks.

4.4.6 Execution Cost

Lastly, in this section we evaluate the execution cost of MAGNNETO-TE. In partic-
ular, we measure the impact of the message communications involved when running our
distributed solution, as well as compare its execution time against the considered set of
state-of-the-art TE baselines; Table 4.2 gathers these results for several variable-sized net-
works used in the previous evaluations.

Taking into account the recommendations of REPETITA [17], as well as analyzing the
results provided in the original works [16–18], we defined the following running times for
each of our benchmarks: 10 minutes for TabuIGPWO, 3 minutes for DEFO, and 1 minute
for SRLS.

At first glance, the execution time of MAGNNETO-TE becomes immediately its most
remarkable feature. Particularly, it is able to obtain subsecond times even for the larger
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network of our evaluation (Colt). Indeed, as previously discussed in Section 4.4.3 these
times could be further reduced by allowing multiple simultaneous actions. For instance, by
considering up to 10 simultaneous actions, MAGNNETO-TE can run 3 orders of magnitude
faster than the most rapid state-of-the-art TE optimizer. This relevant difference can be
explained by the fact that MAGNNETO-TE’s distributed execution naturally parallelizes
the global optimization process across all network devices (i.e., routers); in contrast, typical
TE optimizers rely on centralized frameworks that cannot benefit from this.

Such decentralization comes at the expense of the extra message overhead generated by
the MPNN. In this context, Table 4.2 shows that the link overhead produced by MAGNNETO-
TE (few MB/s) can reasonably have a negligible impact in today’s real-world networks
with 10G/40G (or even more) interfaces. Moreover, note that this cost is quite similar in
all topologies; this is as expected, given that the messaging overhead of the GNN-based
communications is directly proportional to the average node degree of the network, and
computations are distributed among all nodes.

To sum up, our results show that MAGNNETO-TE is able to attain equivalent per-
formance to state-of-the-art centralized TE optimizers –even in topologies not previously
seen in training– with significantly lower execution time, and with an affordable message
communication overhead.
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4.5 Related Work

Recently, numerous solutions based on RL have been proposed to solve complex net-
working problems, especially in the context of routing optimization and TE [70, 72, 93].
However, current state-of-the-art RL-based TE solutions fail to generalize to unseen scenar-
ios (e.g., different network topologies) as the implemented traditional neural networks (e.g.,
fully connected, convolutional) are not well-suited to learn and generalize over data that is
inherently structured as graphs. In [71], the authors design a RL-based architecture that
obtains better results than Shortest Path and Load Balancing routing. Regarding MARL-
based solutions [22, 94], most of them suffer from the same lack of topology generalization.
An exception to that is the work of [23], an interesting MARL approach for multi-region TE
that consistently outperforms ECMP in several scenarios, although it is not benchmarked
against state-of-the-art TE optimizers.

GNNs [26,95], and in particular MPNN [45], precisely emerged as specialized methods
for dealing with graph-structured data; for the first time, there was an AI-based technology
able to provide with topology-aware systems. In fact, GNNs have recently attracted a large
interest in the field of computer networks for addressing the aforementioned generalization
limitations. The work from [85] proposes to use GNN to predict network metrics and a
traditional optimizer to find the routing that minimizes some of these metrics (e.g., average
delay). Authors of [96] propose a novel architecture for routing optimization in Optical
Transport Networks that embeds a GNN into a centralized, single-agent RL setting that is
compared against Load Balancing routing.

Narrowing down the use case to intradomain TE, we highlight the work of [97], whose
premise is similar to ours: the generation of easily-scalable, automated distributed protocols.
For doing so, the authors also use a GNN, but in contrast to our approach they are focused
on learning routing strategies that directly imitate already existing ones –shortest path and
min-max routing– and compare their solution against these ones. This is the reason why they
did not implement a RL-based approach, but instead a semi-supervised learning algorithm,
therefore guiding the learning process with explicit labeled data. In fact, so far the very few
works that combine GNNs with a MARL framework [27,28] are theoretical papers from the
ML community, and none of them apply to the field of networking.

4.6 Discussion

Intradomain Traffic engineering (TE) is nowadays among the most common network op-
eration tasks, and has a major impact on the performance of today’s ISP networks. As such,
it has been largely studied, and there are already some well-established TE optimizers that
deliver near-optimal performance in large-scale networks. During the last few years, state-
of-the-art TE solutions have systematically competed for reducing execution times (e.g.,
DEFO [18], SRLS [17]), thus scaling better to carrier-grade networks and achieving faster
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reaction to traffic changes. In this context, ML has attracted interest as a suitable tech-
nology for achieving faster execution of TE tasks and –as a result– during recent years the
networking community has devoted large efforts to develop effective ML-based TE solu-
tions [23, 70–72]. However, at the time of this writing no ML-based solution had shown to
outperform state-of-the-art TE optimizers.

In this chapter we have presented MAGNNETO-TE, a novel ML-based framework for
intradomain TE optimization. Our system implements a novel distributed architecture
based on MARL andGNN. In our evaluation, we have compared MAGNNETO-TE with a
set of non-ML-based TE optimizers that represent the state of the art in this domain. After
applying our system to 75+ real-world topologies, we have observed that it achieves com-
parable performance to the reference TE benchmarks. However, MAGNNETO-TE offers
considerably faster operation than these state-of-the-art TE solutions, reducing execution
times from several minutes to sub-second timescales in networks of 100+ nodes. In this
context, MAGNNETO-TE was especially designed to perform several actions at each RL
optimization step, which enables to considerably accelerate the optimization process. Par-
ticularly, we have seen that our system was able to perform up to 10 actions in parallel
with no noticeable decrease in performance. These results lay the foundations for a new
generation of ML-based systems that can offer the near-optimal performance of traditional
TE techniques while reacting much faster to traffic changes.

Last but not least, we have shown that the proposed system offers strong generalization
power over networks unseen during the training phase, which is an important characteristic
from the perspective of deployability and commercialization. Particularly, generalization
enables to train ML-based products in controlled testbeds, and then deploy them in different
real-world networks in production. However, this property has been barely addressed by
prior ML-based TE solutions. In contrast, MAGNNETO-TE has demonstrated to generalize
succesfully over a wide and varied set of 75 real-world topologies unseen during training. The
main reason behind this generalization capability is that the proposed system implements
internally a GNN that structures and processes network information as graphs, and computes
the information on distributed agents that communicate with their neighbors according to
the underlying graph structure (i.e., the network topology).
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Chapter 5

MAGNNETO-CC: Congestion
Control in Datacenters

The last decade has witnessed an ever-growing interest on optimizing Datacenter Net-
works (DCNs) given the critical services they run and the high capital and operational
expenses these infrastructures entail. Among the large spectrum of traffic optimization
mechanisms [98], Congestion Control (CC) has been especially explored in the literature,
with a large corpus of outstanding proposals aiming at accurately control traffic in high-
speed DCNs [24, 99–105]. Nowadays, most production DCNs run two main CC protocols:
(i) Datacenter Transmission Control Protocol (DCTCP) [99], for datacenters based on the
traditional Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) stack, and (ii) Dat-
acenter Quantized Congestion Notification (DCQCN) [100], for emerging Remote Direct
Memory Access (RDMA) based DCNs. Both CC schemes rely on congestion notifications
raised by intermediate switches in the network — known as the Explicit Congestion Notifica-
tion (ECN) mechanism [106]. This is the only feedback that end-hosts receive to dynamically
adapt the flow rate. The ECN configuration thus becomes a crucial aspect for optimizing
traffic in today’s datacenters [24,107], and finding the optimal ECN parameters is a complex
and time consuming task. Nowadays, network experts struggle to set good ECN configu-
rations after a thorough characterization of the traffic workload, and under the assumption
that the network topology and traffic are sufficiently static. As a result, they end up select-
ing configurations that can work well on average, while being conservative enough to absorb
traffic microbursts and avoid queue buildup [107].

However, traffic in modern high-speed DCNs is more and more dynamic. For example,
in emerging applications —such as distributed cloud storage or Machine Learning (ML)— it
is very frequent to find incast events (synchronous many-to-one connections), which put great
pressure over specific switch ports for short time spans. At the same time, production DCNs
experience failures frequently [108, 109]. This means topology changes that break a main
design principle of today’s DCNs: network symmetry. Failures cause network imbalance,
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which may lead to severe performance degradation (up to 40% throughput reduction in
real-world networks [110]).

In this vein, ML has raised a special interest as a suitable technique to dynamically
optimize CC in DCNs. Nowadays, we can attest some pioneering ML-based CC proposals,
such as AuTO [111], Aurora [112], or Orca [113]. However, these solutions are not com-
patible with widely deployed equipment in datacenters, as they propose to re-implement
the network stack. A more recent solution, ACC [24], proposes to perform in-network op-
timization by dynamically adapting the ECN configuration on switches. This solution has
shown outstanding performance in production environments and it is compatible with cur-
rent datacenter equipment running widely deployed ECN-based CC protocols (e.g., DCTCP,
DCQCN). Nevertheless, ACC is designed for online training; i.e. it gradually learns how to
adapt to the current network conditions. As a result, it may suffer from critical transient
performance degradation when traffic changes. In general, online training is not always
appropriate in production environments, as: (i) it carries an implicit uncertainty on what
would be the resulting performance of agents after re-training, (ii) the training adds an
extra execution cost, and (iii) it may be not compatible with legacy hardware —or simply
training takes too much time due to the computational requirements for training models
there.

This chapter presents MAGNNETO-CC, the adaptation of the general MAGNNETO
framework introduced in Chapter 3 for in-network CC optimization. In particular, it does
not need further training once deployed; by design, our solution is able to adapt to varying
DCN traffic conditions despite it being trained in a fully offline manner. Similar to ACC [24],
MAGNNETO-CC dynamically optimizes the ECN configuration on switches, and it is com-
patible with widely deployed CC protocols (e.g., DCTCP, DCQCN). However, our method is
based on a novel combination of Multi-Agent Reinforcement Learning (MARL) and Graph
Neural Networks (GNNs) that, after training, produces a single agent implementation that
can be deployed in a distributed way on switches to optimize the ECN configuration at the
interface level. In contrast to previous proposals, deployed MAGNNETO agents do commu-
nicate with adjacent agents to get local context, and they actually learn how to cooperate
to optimize the global Flow Completion Time (FCT); we argue this local information and
cooperation can potentially help agents to take better ECN adjustments.

Remark: Analogously to what we did in previous Chapter 4, in this chapter we will also
interchangeably employ the acronyms MAGNNETO-CC and MAGNNETO to denote the
adaptation of the framework, in this case to CC. Regarding the general method introduced
in Chapter 3, we shall consistently address it as the general MAGNNETO framework as
well.

We evaluate MAGNNETO-CC under a diverse spectrum of scenarios with DCQCN,
including different real-world traffic workloads unseen during the training phase. Also, we
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test how this solution behaves under aggressive incast events and drastic topology changes,
such as link failures or network upgrades. We compare the performance with respect to:
(i) a static ECN setting used in Alibaba’s production networks [103], and (ii) ACC [24],
the previously mentioned state-of-the-art ML-based solution for dynamic ECN tuning. In
our evaluation, we use the average FCT slowdown as a reference, which is considered a
fairness metric that normalizes FCT with respect to flow size [114–116]. Our experimental
results show that MAGNNETO-CC achieves improvements of up to 20% in the average
FCT slowdown with respect to ACC without re-training. Likewise, by tuning the ECN con-
figuration MAGNNETO-CC learns to optimize flow-level performance while keeping short
queue lengths (reduction of 38.0-85.7% with respect to ACC). This may be beneficial to
achieve stability under unpredictable traffic microbursts [107], and it is a trend already seen
in other near-optimal state-of-the-art CC mechanisms relying on advanced telemetry, such
as HPCC [103].

The remainder of this chapter is as follows. Section 5.1 describes in detail the CC
scenario, and we summarize the main challenges of this use case in Section 5.2. Next,
Section 5.3 describes how we adapt the general MAGNNETO framework to perform CC
optimization in datacenters. In Section 5.4 we show our extensive MAGNNETO-CC evalu-
ation. Section 5.5 summarizes the main existing works related to this application, and lastly
Section 5.6 concludes the chapter with a discussion of the results.

5.1 Network Scenario

CC has been extensively studied in the past. As a result, there exists a plethora
of pioneering solutions for DCNs tackling the problem from different angles, such as RTT-
based [101,104], credit-based [102,117], or telemetry-based [103,118] mechanisms. Nowadays
most production DCNs implement two main well-established CC protocols: DCTCP [99],
and DCQCN [100]. The former is the main standard in traditional networks based on the
TCP/IP stack, while the latter is the de facto standard in modern RDMA-based networks1.
Both state-of-the-art mechanisms — as well as their enhanced schemes [119, 120] — rely
on ECN [106], so that switches mark packets when they experience congestion, and end-
hosts dynamically adapt their transmission rate accordingly to this congestion feedback.
More advanced CC mechanisms, such as HPCC [103] or Swift [104], have been proposed
and validated in production networks, showing outstanding performance compared to their
contemporaries. However, these solutions require features that are not widely supported by
legacy datacenter equipment, such as in-band network telemetry or accurate real-time RTT
measurements [118,121,122].

This part of the dissertation focuses on in-network optimization of widely deployed
ECN-based CC protocols (e.g., DCTCP, DCQCN). MAGNNETO-CC attempts to optimize

1RDMA is a link-level technology that optimizes memory access across distributed nodes in DCNs.
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Figure 5.1: Schematic representation of MAGNNETO-CC: Distributed in-network CC op-
timization.

the handling of congestion notifications in switches, which is a crucial component of CC
protocols to efficiently optimize traffic [24]. In this context, both DCTCP and DCQCN
implement a similar approach: switches mark the Congestion Experienced (CE) bit of pack-
ets in case the queue length exceeds some predefined thresholds. DCTCP adopts a hard
cutoff, i.e., all packets are marked when the queue length exceeds a certain value k. In-
stead, DCQCN implements a softer RED-like probabilistic approach based on three ECN
configuration parameters {kmin, kmax, pmax} [123].

pmark(qlen) =




0 ∀ qlen ∈ [0, kmin)
qlen−kmin

kmax−kmin
· pmax ∀ qlen ∈ [kmin, kmax]

1 ∀ qlen ∈ (kmax,∞)

, (5.1.1)

where qlen is the instantaneous queue length in the NIC. These parameters have a significant
impact on the resulting network performance (e.g., FCTs), and their optimal values are
highly dependent on the current traffic conditions [24]. This poses a great challenge on how
to dynamically adapt these values to better exploit network resources, as further discussed
in Section 5.2.

In this context, MAGNNETO-CC deploys a set of distributed agents in switches that
communicate between them to jointly optimize the ECN configuration on NICs. The oper-
ational workflow —Figure 5.1 shows a schematic representation— is as follows:

1) Measurement collection on NICs (Fig. 5.1; step 1 ): First, the distributed
agents of MAGNNETO-CC retrieve basic measurements from their local NICs. Specifically,
they collect the bytes transmitted by the NIC (t x_rate), the queue length (q_len), and the
number of packets marked by ECN in the past (ECN_marks). These measurements are
commonly supported by commercial switches [124–126], and can be locally obtained with
low computational overhead at microsecond timescales [24].

2) MAGNNETO-CC optimize the ECN configuration (Fig. 5.1; step 2 ):
Once agents collect NIC measurements, they start a communication with other agents de-
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ployed in adjacent switches to gain a local context. This communication is done through a
novel NN-driven message passing, where agents exchange messages directly encoded by NN
modules in order to find the best ECN settings in their associated NICs. This communica-
tion only requires to exchange few bytes with neighboring switches and can take few µs (the
base link propagation delay in production DCNs is typically 1-2µs [24,103]). To set the new
ECN parameters — e.g., {kmin, kmax, pmax} in DCQCN — agents can directly interface with
forwarding chips using their API, which is typically vendor-specific. At this point, switches
start to mark packets according to the new ECN settings. More details about the archi-
tecture, inner workings, communication overhead and performance of MAGNNETO-CC are
described in Sections 5.3 and 5.4.

3) End-hosts adjust the flow rate (Fig. 5.1; step 3 ): Lastly, the CC protocol
executed at end-hosts (e.g., DCTCP, DCQCN) adjusts the flow transmission rate based on
the ECN feedback. The process is as follows: if a host receives an ECN-marked packet,
it notifies it to the sender in the corresponding ACK. When the sender receives the ACK,
it re-computes the flow rate according to the protocol-specific algorithm (e.g., Additive-
Increase/Multiplicative-Decrease). This CC mechanism thus enables to gradually react at
one-RTT timescales (≈10µs in high-speed DCNs [24, 103, 104]). Note that the in-network
optimization mechanism of MAGNNETO-CC is orthogonal and complementary to the se-
lection of the flow rate control algorithm (e.g., DCTCP, DCQCN). MAGNNETO-CC is
compatible with any ECN-based CC protocol and can be deployed along with any other
well-established traffic optimization techniques, such as flow scheduling [114,115].

MAGNNETO-CC follows a practical approach to dynamically optimize the ECN set-
ting in switches, which indirectly affects packet marking and the flow rate adaptation at
end-hosts. Note that more accurate control could be achieved by marking traffic at finer
granularity levels (e.g., packet, flow-level). However, this would not be feasible from a practi-
cal standpoint given the high-speed traffic volumes in today’s DCNs. Instead, MAGNNETO
operates at tractable timescales — at the scale of RTTs — and is able to efficiently optimize
flow-level performance in DCNs, as shown later in the evaluation of Section 5.4.

5.2 Main Challenges in CC Optimization
This section discusses some key aspects to consider when optimizing CC protocols in

high-speed DCNs, which have driven the design of MAGNNETO-CC.

5.2.1 Performance Tradeoffs in Congestion Control

Nowadays, storage and computation speeds are some orders of magnitude faster than
networking operations [104]. Hence, the network becomes the main performance bottleneck
in today’s datacenters. The main operational goal in DCNs is to maximize the throughput,
while keeping low latency at the flow level. At the same time, current DCNs carry heavy-
tailed traffic distributions, where a large amount of flows are short and time-sensitive, and
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a small portion of flows are long and throughput-sensitive [99, 100, 127]. We discuss below
the main tradeoffs to consider when optimizing CC in DCNs.

Thoughput vs. Latency

A main challenge when operating DCNs is to keep a good compromise between the
throughput for long flows and the latency for short flows. The main logic behind ECN-based
schemes is to estimate network congestion based on the queue occupation on NICs; partic-
ularly, these mechanisms mark packets on switches according to some predefined thresholds
on the queue length, as previously described in Section 5.1. Small queue length thresholds
(e.g., [kmin, kmax] in DCQCN) lead to aggressively dropping packets and keeping short la-
tency on queues, while large thresholds lead to higher bandwidth utilization at the expense
of increased latency. In this context, the FCT metric has been widely accepted as the main
performance indicator in datacenters nowadays [128], as it unifies throughput and latency
in a single metric. In particular, the FCT slowdown metric —which computes the ratio
between the actual FCTs and the baseline FCTs if flows were sent at line-rate— further
introduces fairness across flows, and it is used in most state-of-the-art works to quantify the
performance impact on applications [114–116]. Finally, we note that applications in modern
DCNs are mainly based on partition/aggregate design patterns (e.g., web search, advertise-
ment selection, Machine Learning) [99, 103], where jobs are broken into small tasks and
farmed out across servers, so then partial results are aggregated to produce the final out-
put. This poses a special interest in minimizing the tail latency experienced by flows (e.g.,
95/99-pct of FCT slowdown), as it often dominates the overall application performance [99].
Based on this, in the design and evaluation of MAGNNETO-CC we consider the 95-pct and
99-pct of the FCT slowdown as central performance metrics.

Throughput vs. Stability

Nowadays, DCNs are exposed to highly dynamic traffic patterns, such as incast events,
where a large number of servers send traffic to a specific host. These patterns are very
frequent in modern applications based on the partition/aggregate principle, as in every ag-
gregation phase distributed workers send partial results in a synchronized way to aggregator
nodes. Thus, beyond the canonical optimization goals of DCNs (i.e., throughput and la-
tency), CC mechanisms need to account for stability. That is, to be prepared for rapid
traffic variations (e.g., incast events, workload changes). Hence, a new tradeoff arises: con-
servative ECN settings often underutilize the network (i.e., less thoughput) while avoid fast
queue buildup during transient incast events; on the contrary, maximizing network utiliza-
tion leaves scarce headroom in buffers to absorb traffic microbursts and may lead to severe
performance degradation [107]. In MAGNNETO-CC, we introduce this tradeoff by explicitly
including the queue length and the throughput (t xrate) in the agents’ reward function.

58



Section 5.2: Main Challenges in CC Optimization

Workload #1 Workload #2 Workload #3
0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0

N
or

m
al

iz
ed

FC
T

Sl
ow

do
w

n

ECN #1: kmin = 4kB, kmax = 16kB ECN #2: kmin = 16kB, kmax = 32kB ECN #3: kmin = 64kB, kmax = 128kB

Figure 5.2: Normalized FCTs under various static ECN settings.

5.2.2 ECN Parameters are Hard to Optimize

ECN settings have a large impact on network performance, and they are highly sensitive
to traffic conditions [24]. As an example, Figure 5.2 shows some experimental results on
a small 2-layer Clos network under three different public real-world traffic workloads (#1:
FB_Hadoop [127], #2: WebSearch [99], #3: AliStorage [103]), considering in each of them
three different DCQCN configurations; for clarity, values are normalized by the median FCT
slowdown of configuration ECN #3. As we can see, FCT values vary considerably depending
on the workload. For example, in the case of Workload #1, ECN #1 and ECN #2 far
outperform ECN #3 (≈ 25% better on median), while in Workload #3, ECN #3 outperforms
the two other configurations.

As a result of the multiple optimization tradeoffs described in the previous subsection
and the sensitivity of ECN settings, finding the optimal operational point in DCNs is a cum-
bersome task. Nowadays, network operators struggle to find good ECN parameters that can
perform well on average, while at the same time guaranteeing stability under drastic events
(e.g., incast, failures). This often leads to quite conservative ECN settings. The process
to refine ECN parameters can typically take weeks to months [24], as network administra-
tors need to make accurate workload characterizations and carefully evaluate alternative
configurations under a broad casuistry (e.g., stress testing, check traffic variations, failure
scenarios). More importantly, traffic workloads change drastically along the day [24] and
networks experience large daily variations on RTT (beyond 3x in real networks [119]). Also,
link failures occur very frequently [108, 129], which generate network asymmetries that are
highly disruptive for DCNs [109, 110]. For example, the study in [110] states that failures
may cause up to 40% throughput reduction despite the typical link redundancy.
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5.2.3 Current ML-based Solutions

All this motivates the need for more advanced techniques that can dynamically and
timely adapt the ECN configuration to the fast traffic dynamics of nowadays DCNs, and
in this context ML becomes a promising mechanism. As a mere example, by taking simple
measurements of queue length on ports, we could deploy a system that can predict potential
queue buildups due to ongoing traffic peaks and preemptively set more conservative ECN
configurations that mitigate performance degradations. Indeed, some pioneering ML-based
solutions have already been proposed for traffic optimization in DCNs [24,111–113], showing
that ML can be a game-changer in the DCN arena. Motivated by the outstanding results
produced by this kind of techniques in the networking field [61], ML seems a promising
mechanism to efficiently optimize CC, by dynamically adjusting the ECN configuration. In
this context, MAGNNETO-CC stems from the motivation to provide a practical solution
for current real-world DCNs, by aligning with the features supported by legacy switches. As
a result, MAGNNETO relies on optimizing the configuration of widely deployed ECN-based
CC protocols. At the same time, this makes it feasible to operate at tractable timescales
that can be gracefully adapted depending on the resources available in the network (e.g.,
from tens of microseconds to few milliseconds). Also, it implements a GNN architecture
where adjacent nodes exchange messages automatically generated by NN modules in order
to better cooperate to optimize the overall network performance. Section 5.5 revisits some
pioneering ML-based solutions for traffic optimization in DCNs, and further discusses their
current limitations (as well as their differences w.r.t MAGNNETO-CC).

5.2.4 Dealing with Decreasing Buffer Size

Last, but not least, there is a fundamental aspect that DCNs are increasingly witnessing
as new generations of forwarding devices come to the market. During the last decade, switch
capacity and link speeds have grown dramatically (≈ ×10 in six years [130]). However, buffer
size on switches have not been scaled at the same pace. This is mainly due to the high cost
and technological barriers to scale switch memories to the ever-increasing link speeds. As a
result, the ratio buffer size vs. switch capacity has been considerably decreased in the last
years. As an example, high-end datacenter switches from Broadcom have reduced this ratio
by approximately a factor of 2 in six years (from 2012 to 2018) [130]. This means that buffers
now fill up faster, and this trend is expected to continue exacerbating in future datacenter
generations. This poses the need for efficient CC mechanisms that can quickly react to
the fast traffic dynamics (e.g., incasts). Also, keeping reduced queue length may be more
important than ever to achieve stability, e.g., to have sufficient headroom to absorb traffic
microbursts. In this vein, MAGNNETO-CC intrinsically accounts for the minimization of
the buffer occupancy (i.e., queue lengths) during the optimization process.
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5.3 MAGNNETO-CC

The general MAGNNETO framework was carefully adapted to tackle the challenges
previously exposed in Section 5.2. This section describes the design and implementation of
the resulting MAGNNETO-CC. We first fully contextualize its application to the considered
CC optimization scenario (see Section 5.1). Lastly, we describe some details about the
deployment of this solution.

5.3.1 General Setting

A DCN can be described in terms of its hardware devices W = {Ws,Wh} —where
Ws and Wh denote the sets of switches and hosts, respectively— and the link connections
between them, L = {l = (wsrc,wdst ),wsrc ∈ W and wdst ∈ W connected}. Therefore, in
our graph-based model G = (N, E,V) of a DCN, we can directly relate the set of nodes N
with hardware devices W, and the set of edges E with the actual set of network interfaces L.
MAGNNETO-CC identifies each egress port of a switch as an agent, i.e. V = {(nsrc, ndst ) ∈
E, nsrc ∈ Ws}, which in particular allows to define the ECN marking thresholds at a link
granularity (i.e., at the interface level)2. In this context, we can differentiate two different
neighborhoods for each link-based agent v = (nsrcv , n

dst
v ) ∈ V:

• Ingress neighborhood Bi(v), defined as the set of links e = (nsrce , n
dst
e ) ∈ E that can

potentially inject traffic into v, Bi(v) = {e ∈ E|ndst
e = nsrcv }.

• Egress neighborhood Be(v), consisting in the links that can potentially receive traffic
from v, Be(v) = {e ∈ E|nsrce = ndst

v }.

In addition to that, we implement Q-learning in this case; as described below in next
Section 5.3.2, in this CC use case MAGNNETO has to deal with a large state and action
spaces, and in our experiments DQN outperformed Actor-Critic methods such as PPO.
Therefore, the global function fθ of the framework (see Section 3.2) becomes the state-
action value function Qθ . Consequently, for each agent v ∈ V, the readout function takes
the final hidden state hK

v as input, and produces the q-value estimates Qθ(stv, av) for every
possible action av ∈ Av. Finally, following the standard procedure of Q-learning algorithms,
at that time-step t each agent selects the action with the maximum associated q-value,
at
v = arg maxav

Qθ(stv, av).

5.3.2 Adapting MAGNNETO to CC

This section fully describes how we adapted the operation of MAGNNETO for CC in
DCNs (Figure 5.3 shows a schematic operational workflow). We assume that our solution
interacts with the environment (i.e. the network) every time interval ∆t, which is pre-
defined. This enables to make the time evolution discrete, and hence facilitates the episodic

2Note that, in practice, port-based agents are deployed and run in their adjacent switches.
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Figure 5.3: Operational workflow of a MAGNNETO-CC agent.

formulation of RL. At each step t of an episode, each agent v ∈ V first gathers three
relevant NIC-level metrics available at the switch: (i) the port utilization utv (computed as
the t xrate normalized by link capacity), (ii) the instantaneous queue length qt

v, and (iii) the
ECN marking rate ECN t

v (normalized by the link capacity). Then, agents construct their
corresponding input feature vector xtv based on the current values of these metrics as well
as the values of the previous p steps, i.e.

xtv = (utv, qt
v, ECN t

v, u
t−1
v , q

t−1
v , ECN t−1

v , . . . , u
t−p
v , q

t−p
v , ECN t−p

v ).

Empirically we found that p = 2 works best for providing some temporal context while
keeping a low input dimension.

Agents initialize their initial Message Passing Neural Network (MPNN)-based hidden
state h0v with their input feature vector xtv; since the hidden state vector dimension is typically
equal or higher than that of the input feature vector, remaining components are simply 0-
padded. MAGNNETO-CC then executes K message-passing steps in which distributed
communications between agents are involved. More in detail, at each message-passing step
k each agent v ∈ V first sends its current hidden representation hk

v to its egress neighbors
Be(v), and consequently they receive a set of messages from their ingress adjacent agents
Bi(v). At that point, agents individually combine each of the received hidden states with
their own through the message function –in our case, a feed-forward neural network–, and
all the resulting outputs are in turn merged into a fixed-size representation Mk

v via the
aggregation function. For doing so, we implement element-wise operations, such as min
and max. Finally, each agent applies the update function –another fully-connected neural
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network– to the aggregated information Mk
v and its own hidden state hk

v , which outputs its
new hidden representation hk+1

v .

After concluding the K message-passing steps, all agents end up with a final hidden
state hK

v for that specific time-step t. This final representation is then fed by each agent
into their readout module, which provides with the final values that are used to define their
individual policies. In particular, since MAGNNETO-CC implements a Q-learning based
pipeline, each agent’s readout directly outputs the q-value estimates of all possible actions
for the current state of the DCN, and as described in previous Subsection 5.3.1 each agent
takes the action with the highest value. This lead us to the actual definition of the action
space. MAGNNETO-CC faces the CC problem by optimizing the ECN marking thresholds,
and by design it is able to adapt the ECN parameters {kmin, kmax, pmax} for each individual
switch egress port. In our implementation, we discretize the values of these parameters into
some pre-defined values; we provide more details in Section 5.4.1.

Regarding the learning process, all MPNN internal modules (message, update and read-
out functions, which are replicated among all agents) are trained based on the rewards com-
puted at each step t of a training episode. More in detail, in our implementation we define
the reward r tv of agent v ∈ V at step t as

r tv = w1 · f (qt
v) + w2 · utv,

where f (·) is a decreasing function with respect to the queue length qt
v of the associated port

(dom( f ) = [0, 1], based on [24]), utv accounts for the utilization of that port, and w1,w2 ∈ [0, 1]
are the corresponding weights, with w1 + w2 = 1 (w1 = 0.7 and w2 = 0.3 worked best in our
experiments). At each time step t of a training episode, MAGNNETO-CC gathers the global
RL-based sequence ({xtv}v∈V, {r tv}v∈V, {xt+1v }v∈V) and stores it as a single sample in a replay
buffer. Then our model randomly selects a batch of these samples from the buffer and
performs the training and update of Qθ accordingly [48].

5.3.3 Discussion on Deployability

In this section we discuss some relevant practical implications when deploying the pro-
posed solution in DCNs. MAGNNETO-CC naturally distributes the modules of the MPNN
among the switches of the DCN, which enables to parallellize all the node-level compu-
tations and communications on the local neighborhood. By construction, the GNN-based
modules behind MAGNNETO-CC –interpreted as agents– can be replicated and deployed
in any switch, to optimize the ECN configuration on a particular NIC, regardless of the
size and shape of the DCN topology considered. The process of MAGNNETO to exchange
messages between neighbors –i.e. share the agent’s hidden states– is in fact generic and
scale-invariant [131]. This provides our solution with excellent scalability and generalization
capabilities.
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MAGNNETO-CC applies parameter sharing over all the NIC-based agents; thus during
training the MPNN modules jointly learn from the individual perspective of all NICs in the
network, and also in this process agents learn what information to exchange with neighbors
in order to achieve effective coordination between agents at different levels of granularity
–following the topology structure from the local context (i.e., direct neighbors) to a more
global context within the network. Note, however, that no matter all agents are in fact
replicas, at execution time each of them is able to specifically adjust its behaviour based on
its local state and the information received from its neighbors.

Finally, the multi-agent formulation of MAGNNETO facilitates exploring the large
solution space. By enabling the adjustment of ECN parameters {kmin, kmax, pmax} at the
interface level, the combinatorial of all the possible actions would explode from a single-agent
perspective –specially taking into account that modern datacenters may have up to tens of
thousands of servers [127,132]. In this sense, MAGNNETO-CC approach of defining a policy
for each of these NIC instances separately allows to effectively deal with such complexity
and fully distribute the agent’s decision making.

5.4 Evaluation

This section is devoted to analyze the experimental results of MAGNNETO-CC. First,
we describe the considered baselines as well as the setup used in our evaluations.

5.4.1 Experimental Setup

We use the ns-3 simulator [133]. Experiments are done in a 2-layer Clos Network sim-
ilar to the testbed used in ACC [24], with 24 hosts, 4 leaf switches, and 2 spine switches.
Switch-to-switch links have a capacity of 100Gbps, and host-to-switch links have 25Gbps.
All links have a propagation delay of 1µs, consequently the maximum base RTT is 8µs.
Switches have a shared-memory buffer of 32MB, which is derived from real devices [124].
The network comprises a single RDMA domain, and PFC is enabled on switches [134].
End-hosts implement a DCQCN [100] distribution mimicking the implementation of Mel-
lanox ConnectX-4 cards [103], with a fixed window that limits the inflight bytes to the
maximum Bandwidth-Delay Product (BDP) in the network. This configuration is known
to perform better than the original one, as it avoids PFC storms [103]. During our simu-
lations, MAGNNETO-CC agents act every 100µs, and each episode lasts 25ms. We then
leave sufficient time to ensure the same set of flows finishes in all experiments, including the
longest flows.

We note that we will always consider the same MAGNNETO-CC model along all our
evaluation, which was exclusively trained using a real-world FB_Hadoop workload [127] trace
with a normal traffic load of 60% [103] and considering periodic 16:1 incasts events [24]. In
our implementation of Qθ , message, update and readout functions are 2-layer feed forward
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NNs, and the aggregation function combines an element-wise min and max. Regarding the
tuning of some important hyper-parameters of the model, the dimension of the agents’ hid-
den states hv is set to 24, and K = 2 message passing steps are considered —experimentally,
we have found that more iterations do not lead to better performance, since the diameter
of DCNs is typically very limited (2-3 hops). In addition, the possible ECN configurations
are discretized according to the sets kmin = {2, 4, 8, 16, 32}, kmax = {16, 32, 64, 128, 256} and
pmax = {0.01, 0.25, 0.5, 0.75, 1.0}, resulting in an agent action space Av with 120 effective
combinations.

5.4.2 Benchmarks and Performance Metrics

Before presenting our experimental results, in this section we aim to define how we ac-
tually quantify the performance of MAGNNETO-CC. First of all, we considered as baselines
the following two state-of-the-art methodologies —revisited in Section 5.5— compatible with
widely-deployed ECN protocols:

• DCQCN [100]: This benchmark represents the most widely used approach in today’s
DCNs, i.e., careful selection of static ECN parameters. It implements the static ECN
configuration used in Alibaba’s production DCNs [103]:
kmin = 100KB × Bw

25Gbps ; kmax = 400KB × Bw
25Gbps .

• ACC [24]: State-of-the-art solution for ECN tuning based on MARL (without GNN).
We have implemented it based on the description in [24]. This solution is designed for
online training and it does not perform parameter sharing across agent implementa-
tions (i.e., agents are trained independently). For fairness, we re-train the solution on
each evaluation scenario selecting the best set of agents after hyper-parameter tuning.

Our goal is to evaluate our trained model in varying DCN scenarios —most of them
different than those seen in training— and compare the results against these benchmarks.
As stated in Section 5.2, the FCT is broadly accepted the most complete performance metric
in DCNs, and we pay special attention to the 95 and 99 percentiles of this metric due to
the aforementioned impact on the partition/aggregate design patterns dominant in today’s
applications [99, 103]. Hence, for each scenario, we compute the FCT median, 95-pct and
99-pct obtained by our solution against those of the benchmarks. In particular, we designed
a detailed visualization where (i) results are aggregated and shown by flow size; (ii) the
FCT values of the baselines are normalized with respect to those of our MAGNNETO-CC
model; and (iii) the flow size distribution is shown in parallel to properly contextualize the
relevance of the obtained results. Finally, these plots are complemented with a direct table
comparison of the mean absolute values of FCT slowdown, throughput and queue length
metrics.
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5.4.3 Direct Performance Comparison

In our first set of experiments, we aim to evaluate our solution in the same scenario
considered in training, with traffic generated from the FB_Hadoop workload. We generate
two different traffic traces to test the performance of our method: with periodic incasts
–similar to those seen during training– and without them. Respectively, Figures 5.4a and
5.4b compare the per-flow size FCT median, percentile 95 (p95) and percentile 99 (p99)
achieved by MAGNNETO-CC against the defined baselines.

In both cases, we can see that MAGNNETO clearly outperforms the static DCQCN
setting and improves the state-of-the-art ACC solution, especially on short and medium
sized flows –which represent the vast majority of flows– in median and both p95 and p99
tails. An aspect that we can observe in this case is that MAGNNETO-CC learns to slightly
sacrifice latency for long flows, as they account for a small percentage of the total counting.
Overall, and as shown in Table 5.1, MAGNNETO achieves a notable reduction in the mean
FCT slowdown (up to 16.6% reduction with respect to ACC without incasts, and 12.6%

reduction without) while keeping equivalent mean throughput to that of ACC (1.38% of
difference in the worst case).

Moreover, Table 5.1 also shows an interesting behaviour of our solution: it achieves a
significant reduction in queue length –more than 50% in both FB_Hadoop experiments–,
which directly relates to significantly lower buffer occupancies in switches. These results
suggest that MAGNNETO-CC is able to attain good flow-level latency (i.e., FCT) by learn-
ing how to efficiently manage queues so as to achieve stability and be prepared for potential
microbursts and incast events. This near-zero queue behavior is a trend seen in other state-
of-the-art solutions, such as HPCC [103] (based on advanced telemetry), and it especially
helps achieve ultra-low latency on short flows. As previously discussed in Section 5.2, this
behavior is also very beneficial in modern DCNs, given the ongoing trend on decreasing the
ratio between buffer size and switch capacity.
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5.4.4 Evaluation under Traffic Changes

Our next goal is to demonstrate that our trained MAGNNETO-CC model can adapt to
unseen traffic scenarios without requiring any further re-training. In this regard, we design
two different challenging scenarios: different workload distributions, and very high traffic
loads.

Different Traffic Workloads

Different applications may have completely different traffic distributions, so we are
interested in testing how our trained MAGNNETO-CC model performs over workloads not
previously seen in training. Hence, in this set of experiments we generate traffic traces from
two different real-world traffic distributions, WebSearch and AliStorage, with and without
periodic incasts. Figure 5.4 and Table 5.1 summarize the experimental results. We first
notice that the flow size distributions of these workloads greatly differ from the one seen
in training –i.e. FB_Hadoop. In particular, WebSearch-based traffic (see Figures 5.4c and
5.4d) involves dealing with a considerable higher amount of medium and long-sized flows.
However, we can observe that MAGNNETO-CC improves its FCT metrics for the longer
flows on this scenario, suggesting that it is properly prioritizing them. In fact, as shown in
Table 5.1, MAGNNETO-CC still gets a slightly better mean FCT slowdown than ACC in
this case, with and without incast bursts. On the other hand, MAGNNETO-CC model again
sacrifices a bit of long flows’ latency for AliStorage traffic traces (Figures 5.4e and 5.4f), since
in this scenario those flows have even less density than in FB_Hadoop traces. By doing so,
our model is able to obtain better FCT median, p95 and p99 metrics than baselines for the
major number of flows –with and without incasts–, and reducing the mean FCT slowdown
of ACC by more than 11% (Table 5.1). As we can also see in Table 5.1, MAGNNETO-
CC achieves such good FCT-based results in all these scenarios only at the expense of a
small reduction in the mean throughput (1% of difference with respect to ACC at worst).
However, MAGNNETO-CC provides as well with significant improvements in terms of buffer
occupancies, lowering ACC’s mean queue length from 40 − 50% for AliStorage traffic, up to
more than 80% for WebSearch traces.

Higher Traffic Loads

Next, we analyze whether our trained model can successfully operate over higher traffic
loads. For doing so, we evaluate our MAGNNETO model over new traces from the FB_-
Hadoop workload with an average network load of 70% and 80% –instead of the average
60% experienced in training. Figure 5.5 presents the normalized FCT median, p95 and p99
achieved by ACC with respect to our solution in both cases. We can see both in Figure
5.5 and in Table 5.2 that the results of both loads are alike, and not very different to those
previously observed with a 60% load: compared to ACC, MAGNNETO-CC improves all
three FCT metrics for short and medium flows –which represent almost 90% of the total
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MAGNNETO

(a) Very high load - 70% load (b) Extreme load - 80% load

Figure 5.5: Evaluation of MAGNNETO-CC against ACC when considering higher loads
than those seen in training (FB_Hadoop workload).

FCT Slowdown Throughput (Mbps) Queue Length (kB)

ACC MAGNNETO ACC MAGNNETO ACC MAGNNETO

1 failure 2.91 2.66 (-8.59%) 343 338 (-1.46%) 9.10 3.89 (-57.3%)
2 failures 5.80 5.72 (-1.38%) 275 275 (=) 7.92 4.91 (-38.0%)

Extra branch 1.76 1.56 (-11.3%) 543 541 (-0.37%) 5.73 2.94 (-48.7%)

32 hosts 2.74 2.20 (-19.7%) 475 468 (-1.47%) 10.7 3.80 (-64.5%)
40 hosts 2.70 2.27 (-15.9%) 564 560 (-0.71%) 8.60 3.65 (-57.6%)

Table 5.2: Mean FCT slowdown, throughput, and queue length of MAGNNETO-CC and
ACC under various topological changes: link failures (top), adding an extra branch (middle),
and adding extra hosts (bottom). In all cases, traffic is generated from the FB_Hadoop
workload.

flows–, and achieves equivalent mean throughput –within 1.35%. MAGNNETO manages to
reduce the mean queue length by more than 57%. These results suggest that our solution
is robust against varying traffic loads.

5.4.5 Evaluation under Topology Changes

Lastly, we define a set of experiments involving topological changes to further evaluate
the robustness of a trained MAGNNETO-CC model. In particular, we analyze two different
scenarios: random link failures, and flatter networks –i.e. adding extra hosts connected to
leaf switches.

Link failures

In production DCNs, link failures occur frequently [108,109], and often lead to network
asymmetries and severe performance degradation (see Section 5.2.2). In these experiments,
we simulate how MAGNNETO responds to critical failures in links between leaf and spine
switches. Figures 5.6a and 5.6b show, respectively, a comparison of FCT metrics between
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MAGNNETO
ACC

(a) 1 link failure (b) 2 link failures

Figure 5.6: Evaluation of MAGNNETO-CC against ACC when experiencing link failures
(FB_Hadoop workload).

MAGNNETO-CC and ACC, for 1 and 2 link failures. In the case of a single failure, MAGN-
NETO improves ACC on these metrics for most of the flows. On the other hand, the 2-link
failure scenario presents less performance gap between our method and ACC, which was in-
dividually trained on each target network scenario given its online nature. Here, our model
gets a small improvement in median FCT for small and medium flows, but the p95 and p99
tails are equivalent to those obtained by ACC for all sizes. This exposes how challenging
this scenario is, especially for models pre-trained offline, as it is the case of MAGNNETO-
CC. Overall, in terms of absolute values (Table 5.2), even with 2 failures the proposed
solution still provides with a slightly better mean FCT slowdown serving exactly the same
throughput, and does so while reducing the mean queue length up to a 38%.

Network upgrade

Datacenters are periodically upgraded to increase their processing and switch capac-
ity, for example by adding new Points-of-Delivery to the network [24]. This can change
drastically the overall network state. In these experiments we aim to simulate a topology
upgrade. In particular, we add a new branch to the 2-layer Clos topology considered in our
experiments, which includes an additional core switch, two spine switches, and six hosts.
In Table 5.2 we observe that MAGNNETO-CC achieves significant improvements in terms
of FCT with respect to ACC (11.3%), while keeping the same throughput and considerable
queue length reduction (48.7%).

Adding extra hosts

Datacenters are periodically upgraded to increase their processing and switch capac-
ity, for example by adding new Points-of-Delivery to the network [24]. This can change
drastically the overall network state. In this section, we aim to evaluate how MAGNNETO-
CC operates when it is deployed in network topologies with different properties. For this
purpose, we increasingly connect new hosts to leaf switches in the original network where
MAGNNETO was trained (with 24 hosts, i.e. 6:1 host/switch ratio). Figure 5.7 gathers a
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MAGNNETO
ACC

(a) 32 hosts (8:1 ratio) (b) 40 hosts (10:1 ratio)

Figure 5.7: Evaluation of MAGNNETO-CC against ACC on flatter networks (FB_Hadoop
workload).

comparison of the FCT between MAGNNETO-CC and ACC for two new scenarios (with 32
and 40 hosts). Likewise, Table 5.2 shows the corresponding aggregated mean values. The
overall performance comparison w.r.t ACC –FCT, throughput and queue length metrics– is
similar to that obtained for the original topology with 24 hosts. We observe an increment
on the mean throughput –due to the increase of hosts–, as well as a very slight behaviour
difference on the p95 and p99 tails of the FCTs for small flows, if we compare it with the
analogous results in the original network (Figure 5.4b). Overall, we see that our solution
improves ACC a bit further on these metrics, which suggests that our solution can effectively
handle flatter networks with higher congestion levels on the core.

5.5 Related Work

CC has been largely studied in the past, with a rich body of proposals especially fo-
cused on high-speed DCNs. This section comprises an overview of relevant works related to
MAGNNETO-CC.

Advanced CC mechanisms for DCNs: Some recent pioneering works have proposed
sophisticated CC mechanisms showing outstanding performance in DCNs [99–105]. For
example, HPCC [103] achieves remarkably short FCTs while offering good throughput and
stability to traffic changes (e.g., incast events). To this end, it leverages accurate fine-grained
measurements produced by modern In-band Network Telemetry (INT) mechanisms [118,
121]. TIMELY [101] and Swift [104] rely on accurate delay measurements on NICs to
control flow rates. Other well-known works, such as pHost [116] or Homa [102] are credit-
based solutions, where receivers control the flow rate by sending credit packets to senders.
All the previous CC mechanisms rely on novel network architectures and/or protocol stacks
that unfortunately are not supported by most legacy switches deployed in DCNs nowadays.
At the time of this writing, the most widely deployed CC standards are DCTCP [99] in
networks running the TCP/IP stack, and DCQCN [100] in RDMA-based networks. Both
are ECN-based mechanisms, where switches mark packets in case they detect congestion
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(i.e., queue length above certain thresholds). MAGNNETO-CC is designed to inter-operate
with traditional ECN-based mechanisms in an efficient and distributed way. Although in
this dissertation we test MAGNNETO-CC only in RDMA networks with DCQCN [100], our
solution can be easily adapted to optimize any other ECN-based CC mechanism, such as
the aforementioned DCTCP [99], or TCP-Bolt [135]).

Machine Learning-based mechanisms for CC: Recent works posit the use of ML tech-
niques to produce data-driven solutions that can efficiently adapt to the network dynamics,
which extends the potential to optimize performance in DCNs. Among the most popu-
lar solutions, works such as Aurora [112], or Orca [113], propose to use RL to adapt flow
rates at end-hosts. These solutions are focused on adapting the flow rate at end-hosts ac-
cording to the congestion feedback received, and they require to re-implement the network
stack. Likewise, AuTO [111] proposes a novel two-level mechanism that accurately con-
trols routing for long flows and queue scheduling for optimizing the latency of short flows.
Instead, MAGNNETO-CC is focused on distributed in-network optimization of widely de-
ployed ECN-based CC mechanisms. The closest work to MAGNNETO-CC is arguably
ACC [24], where the authors propose a MARL-based mechanism to optimize ECN-based
schemes. However, that work — and all previous ones — contemplate online training to
dynamically learn how to adapt to the network state. As a result, these ML-based solutions
may suffer from transient performance degradations when changes occur in the network
(e.g., new traffic workload, incast events, failures). Also, online training entails an intrinsic
uncertainty on what would be the resulting performance after re-training. This would re-
quire strong supervision mechanisms to check the evolution of agents and be ready to deploy
backup mechanisms.

On the other hand, MAGNNETO naturally exhibits high robustness to generalize across
traffic and topology changes unseen during the training phase. This is thanks to the GNN
architecture that it internally implements, which naturally induces a cooperation mechanism
among agents —via message exchanges between neighbours– that contrasts with the greedy
behaviour of ACC agents —which act based on its local measurements, as no contextual data
is provided to them. On top of that, our GNN design implements parameter sharing to finally
produce a general agent implementation jointly learned from the individual perspective of
each node in the network. This property can be especially interesting from a practical
standpoint, as it enables to train the solution offline (e.g., in a controlled testbed), and
then be able to deploy it directly in production networks, without the need for (re)training
it on premises. Also, it permits extensive testing prior to deployment, giving vendors the
possibility to issue certifications with the safe operational ranges that the solution would
safely support once deployed (e.g., link capacities, max. network size). This process would
be better aligned with the standard way network products are commercialized nowadays.
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5.6 Discussion

This chapter has introduced MAGNNETO-CC, a distributed solution for in-network
CC optimization in DCNs that is compatible with any network running widely deployed
ECN-based CC mechanisms, such as DCQCN, or DCTCP. In this MAGNNETO-based
architecture, agents are deployed in switches; they cooperate and exchange information to
dynamically adapt the ECN configuration and optimize the global flow-level performance.
In our evaluation, we have benchmarked MAGNNETO-CC against two baselines: (i) a static
ECN configuration used in Alibaba’s production DCNs, and (ii) ACC, a state-of-the-art ML-
based solution for dynamic ECN tuning. The experimental results show that our solution
significantly outperforms the two previous baselines in terms of FCT. At the same time,
we have observed that our solution learns to keep small queue lengths (up to 85.7% with
respect to ACC), thus being especially interesting for next-generation DCNs, where buffer
size is expected to continue shrinking with respect to the skyrocketing switch capacities.

As discussed earlier, an important feature of ML-based solutions for networking is their
capability to generalize to different scenarios to those seen during training, as it avoids the
need for online training. However, existing ML-based CC optimization solutions are designed
to be trained online and gradually learn how to adapt to the current network conditions.
In this vein, MAGNNETO-CC exhibits good behavior when operating in new scenarios
never seen during training, such as shifts on the traffic workload, or topology changes.
This is thanks to its internal GNN-based framework, which leverages two main features: (i)
during training MAGNNETO produces a single agent implementation jointly learned from
the individual perspective of each agent in the network, using parameter sharing, and (ii)
agents run a topology-aware message passing mechanism to get local context and cooperate
with each other. As a result, MAGNNETO-CC produces more robust and general agent
implementations that can successfully operate on significantly different network scenarios to
those seen during training.
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Chapter 6

Beyond the Graph Domain:
Topological Network Traffic
Compression

As shown in previous chapters, the MAGNNETO architecture has demonstrated remarkable
capabilities for distributed optimization in networked scenarios. By leveraging Multi-Agent
Reinforcement Learning (MARL) and Graph Neural Network (GNN), our proposed method
has been capable to exploit and process relational data that naturally arises in the graph
domain –computer networks, power grids–, while at the same time is able to parallellize the
optimization process through the network due to its modular-based design. The combination
of these two features has allowed MAGNNETO to achieve a great trade-off between perfor-
mance, execution cost, and also generalization over scenarios not previously seen during the
training phase.

However, in the last part of my thesis we wanted to consider possible future directions
to extend and/or transform MAGNNETO to handle even more general and challenging
scenarios. In particular, given the current ongoing and active research about the over-
smoothing and over-squashing issues of GNN models [136, 137], our idea was to explore
how to improve our solution to properly undertake long-range interactions that might rise
through the considered networked scenario.1

In this chapter we present some preliminary research about this topic. In our aim to
extend our previous work to naturally encompass arbitrary interactions beyond the local
neighborhoods defined by graph representations, we found out that the relatively recent ML
branch of Topological Deep Learning (TDL) [30] could be of great help in this regard.

1Over-smoothing and over-squashing problems become more crucial as the depth of GNN architectures
increases (i.e. with more message passing iterations), which particularly seems to prevent current GNNs
models from detecting and fully exploiting long-range interactions [137].
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In fact, TDL methods take GNNs architectures a step further by working on domains
that can feature higher-order relations. By leveraging (algebraic) topology concepts to
encode multi-element relationships (e.g. simplicial [138], cell [139] and combinatorial com-
plexes [31]), Topological Neural Network (TNN) architectures allows for a more expressive
representation of the complex relational structure at the core of the data. Despite its recent
emergence, TDL is already postulated to become a relevant tool in many research areas and
applications [31], including complex physical systems [140], signal processing [141], network
science [142], molecular analysis [138] and social interactions [143]. molecular classification
and design [138,144] and social interactions [143], to name a few.

In particular, the methodology that we introduce in this chapter can be interpreted as a
first re-design of MAGNNETO’s architecture where the GNNs that model the environment
are replaced by TNNs instead. Despite the fact that the current proposal do not combine
–yet– TNNs methods with MARL, TDL-inspired architectures can also be understood as
a multi-agent optimization techniques due to the intrinsic modularity of TNNs: as GNNs,
TNNs also follow a message-passing scheme that can be naturally distributed, even if the
interactions no longer rely on the original network topology.

To motivate the potential improvements of these novel methodologies, we considered the
challenging use case of lossy data compression, with a particular emphasis in data coming
from networked scenarios as well. Although this data might be naturally represented in the
graph domain, we argue that this task can hugely benefit from TDL by enabling to exploit
multi-way correlations between possibly distant elements in the network (e.g. generator and
sink nodes in computer networks). Motivated by this, we propose in this chapter a novel
TDL framework to (i) first detect higher-order correlated structures over a given data, and
(ii) then apply TNNs to obtain compressed representations within those multi-element sets.
The goal is to show that TDL-inspired approaches might be more suitable to perform data
compression than other ML-based architectures –and in particular GNNs.

The organization of the chapter is as follows. First, in Section 6.1 we motivate and
describe the considered use case: network traffic compression in networks with multiple
vantage points. Section 6.2 details the proposed topological-inspired methodology to perform
(graph) signal compression. Then Section 6.3 shows the evaluation, in which we compared
our methods to other ML-based methodologies, and Section 6.4 reviews the related work.
The chapter concludes with a final discussion in Section 6.5.

6.1 Network Scenario

Computer Network’s traffic has significantly increased in recent years [145], specially
driven by the development of new applications –such as vehicular networks, Internet of
Things, virtual reality, video streaming– and the advancement of network technology –e.g.
the fast improvements in link speed. In fact, current Internet Service Provider (ISP) and
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Figure 6.1: Goal: to compress a signal S over a network representing the temporal evolution
of each link utilization.

datacenter networks can easily produce hundreds of terabytes of traffic traces per day [127],
and this keeps growing.

However, network operators continuously need to store and analyze network traffic data
for various network management purposes, including network planning, traffic engineering,
traffic classification, anomaly detection or network forensics. With those huge amounts of
generated data, the efficient storage of all this information is then becoming a crucial aspect
for them [146].

This is what motivated us to choose network traffic compression for testing our proposed
method. Not only it provides with complex data naturally represented in the graph domain,
but also represents a relevant use case for the networking community. In addition to that,
given that most –if not all– network management tasks admit a reasonable loss tolerance, it
makes sense to consider lossy methods such as the aforementioned zfp [147] or ours. Another
relevant fact that motivated the choice of this use case is that there exists public real-world
datasets [148] that, despite of their limited network sizes, already reflect complex traffic
patterns that may go beyond the provided graph structure (e.g. with distant elements
possibly having strong correlations, such as links that are adjacent to generator and sink
nodes).

In particular, in our evaluation we consider two real-world backbone networks’s datasets
from [148] –Abilene and Geant, more details in Section 6.3.1–, and target the problem of
compressing the temporal per-link traffic evolution (Figure 6.1). Once the original link-based
signal is divided into processable temporal windows, we benchmark our method against a
curated set of GNN-based architectures –and a Multi-Layer Perceptron (MLP)– properly
designed for compression as well. Obtained results clearly suggest that our topological
framework defines the best baseline for lossy neural compression.

6.2 Proposed Method

This section describes the proposed Topological (Graph) Signal Compression frame-
work, which is divided into the following three primary modules:
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Figure 6.2: Topology Inference Module. For each subsignal Si ∈ S, it outputs a topological
object T = (V, E,W) determined by K disjoint hyperedges.

6.2.1 Topology Inference Module

The first stage of the proposed model infers the computational topological structure
–both pairwise and higher-order relationships– from the data measurements. In general,
the framework assumes to have a set S of M signals, S = {Si}Mi=1, where Si consists of N

vector-valued measurements xj of a pre-defined dimension d, i.e. Si = {xij}Nj=1, xij ∈ Rd.
Thus, the pipeline that we describe as follows (also shown in Figure 6.2) is independently
applied to every signal Si.

Similarity Matrix: The initial signal {xj}Nj=1 2 is encoded with a MLP into an embedding
space

h0j = ψθV (xj) ∈ Rd
′
, ∀ j ∈ {1, . . . , N}.

Next, we compute the pairwise similarity matrix MS = (muv) ∈ Rd
′×d′ where muv := fS


h0u, h

0
v


and fS : Rd

′ × Rd′ → R is a similarity function.

Higher-order Relationships: We use clustering techniques on the similarity matrix MS

to deduce K higher-order structures, over which a topological Message Passing pipeline –see
next Section 6.2.2– performs the compression. In fact, the idea is to compress the signal
within the inferred multi-element sets and encode compressed representations of the data
into the final hidden states of these hyperedges. Therefore, the number of higher-order
structures K is desired to be considerably lower than the number N of datapoints (K ≪ N);
we design the following clustering scheme for this purpose:

1. The number of hyperedges are defined as K = ⌊N/p⌉, where p is a hyperparameter
that identifies the maximum hyperedge length.

2. For every row in the similarity matrix MS, we extract the top p−1 highest entries and
calculate their sum. We then select the row that corresponds to the highest summation

2For the sake of simplicity, and as abuse of notation, we will avoid writing the superscript i when referring
to the measurements of a generic signal Si ∈ S.
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value. This chosen row becomes the basis for forming a hyperedge as we gather the
indices of the p − 1 selected columns along with the index of the row itself. Then the
gathered indices are removed from the rows and columns of the similarity matrix MS,
obtaining a reduced M̂S ∈ R(d′−p)×(d′−p).

3. Previous step 2 is repeated with subsequent M̂S until K disjoint hyperedges are ob-
tained.3

On the other hand, the choice of the similarity function becomes a crucial aspect for the
compression task. Supported by our early experiments (see Section 6.3), our framework
makes use of the Signal to Noise Ratio (SNR) distance metric presented in [149], pro-
posed in the context of deep metric learning as it jointly preserves the semantic similarity
and the correlations in learned features [149].

Pairwise relationships: Besides higher-order structures, our framework can optionally
leverage graph-based relational interactions, either (i) by considering the original graph
connectivity if it is known, or (ii) by inferring the edges via the similarity matrix as well –by
connecting each element with a subset of top k row-based entries in MS. In our experiments
only intra-hyperedge edges have been considered to keep the inferred higher-order structures
completely disjoint from each other.

6.2.2 Compression Module via Topological Message Passing

We implemented two topological Message Passing (MP) compression pipelines, named
SetMP and CombMP. SetMP is a purely set-based architecture that operates only over
hyperedges and nodes; CombMP, our most general architecture, leverages the three dif-
ferent structures (nodes, edges, hyperedges) in a hierarchical way,4 and can be seen as a
generalisation of SetMP. We describe both solutions as follows:

Remark: We follow the standard notation of a Message Passing Neural Network (MPNN) to
describe our Topological message passing scheme: message ψθ· and update φθ· operators rep-
resent parametrized learnable functions, and ⊕ denotes a permutation-invariant aggregator
function.

CombMP Architecture

For a given signal Si and its corresponding initial embeddings {h0j }Nj=1, CombMP oper-
ates over a topological object T = (V, E,W) where V denotes the set of elements or nodes,

3When N/p is not an even division, at some point of the process the ranking starts considering the row-
wise p− 2 higher entries to form p− 1-length hyperedges, so that at the end a total of K = ⌊N/p⌉ hyperedges
of lengths p and p − 1 are obtained; see 6.3.1 for further details.

4Edges and hyperedges are distinguished because, analogously to recent Combinatorial Complexes (CCC)
models [31], edges can hierarchically communicate with hyperedges if they are contained in them; in fact,
the name CombMP relates to these general topological constructions.
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Figure 6.3: Compression Module workflow for the CombMP architecture. It is independently
applied to each hyperedge w ∈ W of the inferred topological object T = (V, E,W).

|V| = N; E ∈ V×V represent the set of edges; and W ∈ (V× · · ·×V) the set of hyperedges.
The compression pipeline (visualized in Figure 6.3) can be described as follows:

Initial embeddings: First, we generate initial embeddings for the three considered topo-
logical structures. For nodes, we use the previously computed embeddings {h0v}Nv=1. For
edges and hyperedges, (learnable) permutation invariant functions are applied over the ini-
tial embeddings of the nodes they contain; respectively,

h0e = φθE

⊕v∈eh0v



for each e ∈ E, and
h0w = φθW


⊕v∈wh0v



for each w ∈ W. The same dimension d ′ is used for all initial and intermediate hidden
representations.

Edge-Hyperedge Message Passing: We define a hierarchical propagation of messages
between edges and hyperedges. First, neighboring edges communicate to each other to
update their representations; denoting the edge neighbors of an edge e ∈ E by

N E
e := {e′ = (u, v) ∈ E|e′  e, u ∈ e ∨ v ∈ e},

its new hidden state becomes

h1e = φθE→E


⊕e′∈NE

e
ψθE→E


h0e, h

0
e′


.

Next, hyperedges also update their hidden states based on the updated edge representations
according to

h1w = φθE→W


⊕e∈E,e⊂wψθE→W


h0w, h

1
e


,
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for each w ∈ W. Then the idea is to propagate downwards towards the edges, i.e. from
hyperedges to edges,

h2e = φθW→E


⊕w∈W,e⊂wψθW→E


h1e, h

1
w


;

and only between edges again. We note that this whole communication process can be
iterated T times.

Edge-to-Node Compression: At this point, we perform a first compression step over the
nodes by leveraging the updated edge hidden representations, the initial node embeddings,
as well as the original node data as a residual connection. Formally, for each node v ∈ V
we get a compressed hidden representation

hc
v = φθE→V


⊕e∈E,v∈eψθE→V


xv, h0v, h

t
e


∈ Rdc

V,

forcing it to have a much lower dimension than the original signal, i.e. dc
V ≪ d.

Node-to-Hyperedge Compression: Finally, a second and last compression step is per-
formed over the hypergraph representations, in this case leveraging a residual connection to
the original measurements, the previously computed compressed representations of nodes,
as well as the updated hidden representations of hyperedges. More in detail, each hyperedge
w ∈ W obtains its final compressed hidden representation as

hc
w = φθV→W


⊕v∈V,v∈wψθV→W


xv, hc

v, h
t
w

 
∈ Rdc

W .

In this case, since the number K of hyperedges is set to be much lower than the number of
nodes, the dimension dc

W of these final hyperedge representations is not as critical as that
of the nodes.

SetMP

In this subsection we describe the topological MP pipeline of SetMP (Figure 6.4). In
contrast to CombMP, this architecture disregards binary connections and consequently op-
erates over a topological object T = (V,W), where again V denotes the set of N nodes
and W ∈ (V × · · · ×V) the set of K inferred hyperedges. We describe the differences in the
compression pipeline of this scenario:

Initial embeddings: Initial embeddings for nodes and hyperedges are generated in the
same way: {h0v}Nv=1 for the nodes, and

h0w = φθW

⊕v∈wh0v



for each w ∈ W for the hyperedges (both of them with dimension d ′).
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Figure 6.4: Compression Module workflow for the SetMP architecture. It is independently
applied to each inferred hyperedge w ∈ W.

Hyperedge-to-Node Compression: Without edges as intermediaries, we directly per-
form the node compression, in this case based on both the initial node and hyperedge
embeddings and the original signal Si. Formally, for each node v ∈ V we get a compressed
hidden representation

hc
v = φθW→V


⊕w∈W,v∈eψθW→V


xv, h0v, h

0
w


∈ Rdc

V .

Node-to-Hyperedge Compression: The second and last compression step over the hy-
peredge representations is exactly the same as in the CombMP –except for the fact that now
the considered hyperedge hidden states have not been updated. Therefore, each hyperedge
w ∈ W obtains its final compressed hidden representation as

hc
w = φθV→W


⊕v∈V,v∈wψθV→W


xv, hc

v, h
0
w


∈ Rdc

W .

Compressed Representations

In both architectures, CombMP and SetMP, the final node and hyperedge states,
{hc

v }v∈V, {hc
w}w∈W


, encode the compressed representation of a signal Si = {xj}Nj=1. Con-

sequently, the number K of higher-order structures together with the dimensions of those
compressed hidden states define the compression factor rc:

rc =
N · dc

V + K · dc
W

N · d
(6.2.1)

6.2.3 Decompression Module

This last module learns to reconstruct the original signal of every node through its
compressed representation and the final hidden state of the hyperedge it belongs to. More
formally, for each v ∈ V and its corresponding hyperedge v ∈ w ∈ W, the reconstructed
signal x̂v is obtained as x̂v = φdec


hc
v, h

c
w


, where φdec is implemented as a MLP in our frame-

work. The whole model is trained end-to-end to minimize the (mean squared) reconstruction
error.
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Figure 6.5: Decompression Module. It is applied over each hyperedge-dependent compressed
representation set generated by the Compression Module.

6.3 Evaluation

In this section we provide details about how our method has been evaluated.

6.3.1 Experimental Setup

For the evaluation, we use two public real-world datasets –based on Abilene and Geant
backbone networks– from [148]. They are pre-processed to generate subsignals Si of network
link-level traffic measurements in temporal windows of length d = 10, to which then a
random 60/20/20 split is performed for training, validation and test, respectively. In this
context, our method is compared against:

• GNN: we implemented several standard GNN architectures (GCN [150], GAT [42],
GATv2 [44], GraphSAGE [43]) to perform signal compression over the network graph
topology; we take the best result among them in each evaluation scenario.

• MPNN: a custom MP-based GNN scheme –over the original network graph structure
as well– whose modules and pipeline are similar to our proposed topological MPs.

• MLP: a feed-forward auto-encoder architecture with no inductive biases over subsig-
nals Si.

GNN and MPNN baselines implement a decompression module similar to that of our
TDL-based methods. More technical details are provided below:

Datasets

As previously stated, the traffic traces of both datasets are publicly available at [148].
After distributing them into links, Abilene dataset contains link-level traffic utilization mea-
surements over 6 months –in intervals of 5 minutes– for a topology with 12 nodes and 30
directional links. Considering a temporal window of lenght d = 10, this results in N = 4, 809

subsignal samples after data cleaning. On the other hand, Geant dataset contains analogous
measurements for a period of 4 months and a time interval of 15 minutes, in this case for a
topology with 22 nodes and 72 directional links. After data cleaning, it has a total of 1, 075
final samples with the same window size.
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The topology structure of both networks is also provided, and we use it in our GNN-
based baselines. The aforementioned 60/20/20 split is performed over these resulting link-
based subsignals.

Implementation of our Proposed Models

Regarding the Topology Inference module, we recall the relevance of the hyper-parameter
p that defines the maximum allowed hyperedge length, and which also defines the number
of those hyperedges by K = ⌊N/p⌉, being N the total number of datapoints. In particu-
lar, in our implementation we try to form K p-uniform disjoint hyperedges if possible, but
otherwise build a combination of p − 1 and p-uniform disjoint hyperedges –so that every
datapoint is contained in one of them. Moreover, we always consider p > 4 so that K ≪ N

holds.

As shown in Equation 6.2.1, this parameter p together with the dimensions of the final
node and hyperedge compresed representations, dc

V and dc
W , define the compression factor

of our method. After some hyperparameter tuning, in our experiments we used p = 8,
dc
V = 2 and dc

W = 10 for achieving rc = 1/3, and p = 6, dc
V = 5 and dc

W = 10 for rc = 2/3;
respectively, this resulted in 4 and 5 inferred hyperedges for the Abilene dataset, and 9 and
12 for Geant.

These parameters apply to both SetMP and CombMP architectures, and in both scenar-
ios we also consider node, edge and hyperedge hidden representations of dimension d ′ = 20,
double the the dimension d of node signals. All message and update functions, ψθ· and φθ· ,
are implemented as MLPs, and permutation-invariant aggregator functions ⊕ consist of the
concatenation three element-wise operations: mean, max and min. In the case of CombMP,
only 1 iteration of topological message passing (Figure 6.3.2) is performed. Finally, we note
that the Decompression Module has the same MLP structure in both compression pipelines.

Baseline Implementations

Analogously to what we do with our proposed architectures, we have fine-tuned the
involved hyperparameters of all implemented baselines to perform the compression task.
Moreover, they follow a similar compression scheme than our proposed TDL methods. We
provide more details below:

Graph-based These methods leverage the original graph-like network structure present in
Abilene and Geant datasets. In this case, since the signal is over the edges, we compute the
(dual) line graph of the network, so that edges become nodes and are connected between
them if they share origin/destination. The idea is then to perform several iterations of
message passing over this line graph to get a compressed representation of the original signal
in the hidden state of these link-based nodes. The difference between our two graph-based
baselines precisely relies on the nature of this message passing:
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• GNN: Under this name we gather the results of implementing several standard GNN
architectures (GCN [150], GAT [42], GATv2 [44], GraphSAGE [43]). In all of these
cases, two consecutive message interchanges (with relatively high dimensional hid-
den states, 64 and 32 in our experiments) are performed before a third one gets the
desired compressed representation. We have used the available implementations of
PyTorch Geometric [151] for the convolutional GNN layers, and performed an ex-
haustive hyperparameter-tuning for each of them (testing different hidden dimensions,
aggregations, normalizations, dropout values, number of heads, etc.). As previously
stated, in each dataset/compression ratio scenario we select the best performing model
among this set of GNN architectures to perform the evaluation (shown in Table 6.1).
However, we note that there is not a significant difference in performance among the
different GNN models, and within a single model different hyperparameter settings do
not result in huge performance variations either; we will further expand this analysis
in future work.

• MPNN: In this case we implement a custom Message Passing GNN whose pipeline
resembles that of the CombMP architecture: edges to edges, edges to nodes, nodes
to edges, and a final edge to node communication with a residual connection to the
original node signal that performs the compression. In this case the intermediate
node and edge hidden states’ dimension is set to d ′ = 20, just as in our topological-
inspired methods. Notably, the implementation of this baseline follows directly from
the topological architectures, restricting everything to the graph domain. As a result,
it underwent hyperparameter tuning in exactly the same way as CombMP and SetMP.

In both cases, the final hidden states obtained from the last MP step represent the node
signal compressed representations. Since the original window-based signals have length
d = 10, we set this final dimension to 4 and 7 when benchmarking our method against them
for getting compression factors rc of 1/3 and 2/3, respectively. Finally, we note that both
graph-based baselines implement a MLP for the decompression task totally analogous to
the one of our TDL-based architectures (in this case simply having as input the final node
compressed representation).

MLP We also implemented a MLP auto-encoder architecture that considers all possible
connections between all elements of each subsignal Si = {xj}Nj=1. In particular, each of the
subsignals is flattened –i.e. dinput = N · d– and passed to a feed forward encoder network
(with 1024 and 512 hidden dimensions and ReLu activation function after our architecture
search) that outputs a final compressed representation of the full subsignal with dimension
doutput = ⌈rc · dinput⌉, being rc the considered compression factor. A symmetric decoder
network reconstructs the signal from that representation.
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Table 6.1: Reconstruction Mean Squared Error (MSE) and Mean Absolute Error (MAE) over
the test set of the considered datasets for two different compression factors. Top: Considered
ML-based baselines. Middle: Our proposed topological architectures. Bottom: State-of-
the-art zfp method.

Abilene Geant

rc = 1/3 rc = 2/3 rc = 1/3 rc = 2/3
MSE MAE MSE MAE MSE MAE MSE MAE

GNN 1.95 · 10−2 1.08 · 10−1 1.95 · 10−2 1.08 · 10−1 2.33 · 10−2 1.21 · 10−1 2.32 · 10−2 1.20 · 10−1
MPNN 7.88 · 10−4 1.24 · 10−2 7.92 · 10−4 1.24 · 10−2 8.45 · 10−3 4.13 · 10−2 1.82 · 10−3 2.39 · 10−2
MLP 1.04 · 10−3 1.88 · 10−2 9.71 · 10−4 1.80 · 10−2 3.76 · 10−3 3.96 · 10−2 3.62 · 10−3 3.89 · 10−2

SetMP 3.22 · 10−4 8.75 · 10−3 2.03 · 10−4 6.80 · 10−3 6.93 · 10−4 1.52 · 10−2 2.90 · 10−4 1.05 · 10−2
CombMP 5.81 · 10−4 1.12 · 10−2 3.76 · 10−4 1.06 · 10−2 1.07 · 10−3 1.88 · 10−2 7.04 · 10−4 1.61 · 10−2

SetMP (Gen.) − − − − 8.50 · 10−4 1.63 · 10−2 5.26 · 10−4 1.26 · 10−2

zfp 9.19 · 10−5 7.34 · 10−3 4.02 · 10−7 4.84 · 10−4 1.04 · 10−4 7.83 · 10−3 4.18 · 10−7 4.95 · 10−4

Training and Validation Pipeline

All models are trained for a maximum of 200 epochs in Abilene dataset and 500 in
Geant using Adam optimizer (with learning rate 0.003 and epsilon 0.001) and using batches
of 25 samples if required. The model state corresponding to the best performing iteration
over the validation set is selected for the test evaluation.

6.3.2 Experimental Results

Table 6.1 shows the reconstruction error (MSE and MAE) obatained by our framework
and the baselines in both datasets for two different compression factors (1/3 and 2/3). We
can see that SetMP, our topological edge-less architecture, clearly outperforms the other ML
methods in all scenarios –improving on average by 75% and 48%, respectively, the best MSE
and MAE obtained by ML baselines–, followed by our most generic CombMP architecture.
Focusing only on the ML baselines, the customised MPNN is the best performing solution,
followed by the MLP and with the standard GNNs in the last place.

Table 6.1 also shows the performance of the state-of-the-art lossy compression method
zfp for the desired precision. As it can be seen, zfp gets better reconstruction errors than our
model in all scenarios, although we note that differences are considerably lower for smaller
(i.e. more challenging) compression factors. Overall, we reckon that these are promising
results; our TDL-based models are postulated as strong ML-based baselines for network
traffic compression, and by addressing some of their current limitations (see next Section
6.5) there can be room for shortening the gap with respect to the state-of-the-art.

Finally, we also performed an exploratory evaluation of the generalization capabilities
of our proposed topological-inspired architectures. To do so, we took the best performing
SetMP models trained on Abilene and evaluated them in the Geant network; results are
shown in Table 6.1, labelled by "SetMP (Gen.)". Despite the slight decrease of performance
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w.r.t. the SetMP models trained on Geant, these models obtain better reconstruction errors
than all other ML architectures, including CombMP.

6.4 Related Work

There already exist ML-based models in the literature that target lossy compression
tasks [152, 153], but they are mainly entangled to Information Theory concepts used in
classical compression algorithms, and applied to Computer Vision domains. Our approach
differs from them in these two basic aspects, and it is aligned with the pipeline of zfp [147],
the state-of-the-art lossy method for floating-point data compression. As detailed in [147],
the first step of zfp consists in dividing floating matrices or tensors in disjoint blocks of a fixed
dimension, which then are independently processed to extract compressed representations.
This has obvious similarities with our search of higher-order structures, with the difference
that in zfp the divisions are totally determined by the input elements’ order.

Precisely our proposed topology inference module has some resemblances to that of
[154], which is also based on grouping entries of an affinity (i.e. similarity) matrix computed
over a set of element’s neural embeddings. Nevertheless, due to the constraints imposed by
the compression task there exists relevant differences between that inference procedure and
ours: whereas we design a clustering methodology to get disjoint and uniform-length sets,
in [154] they implement a multi-scale hyperedge forming pipeline where each node ends up
belonging to an arbitrary number of higher-order structures –and not only among different
hyperedge degrees, but also within the same scale.

Regarding our topological-inspired MP architectures, we highlight the paper of [31] on
Combinatorial Complexes (CCC) and the survey [155] on TDL architectures. Our most
general method –CombMP– was conceptualized before the publication of these works, but
we note that it can be formalized in terms of CCCs’ notation by considering nodes as 0-cells,
edges as 1-cells, and hyperedges as 2-cells; it is due to this fact that we called it CombMP,
which stands for Combinatorial Message Passing. SetMP, on the other hand, belongs to
the hypergraph family of TDL architectures according to the classification of [155]. More
precisely, it can be linked to DeepSets architectures [156], which is why it received that
name.

Finally, a special mention should be given to [157], which also leverages a ML model
to specifically perform traffic compression on networks with multiple vantage points. How-
ever, authors of this work implement a spatio-temporal GNN that acts as a predictor of a
traditional lossless compression method (in this case, Arithmetic Coding), which defines a
totally different conceptual approach.
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6.5 Discussion

The obtained results shown in Section 6.3 support our hypothesis that taking into ac-
count higher-order interactions could help in designing more expressive ML-based models for
(graph) signal compression tasks, specially due to the fact that these higher-order structures
can go beyond the (graph) local neighborhood and connect possibly distant datapoints whose
signals may be strongly correlated (e.g. between generator and sink nodes). In that regard,
TDL can provide us with novel methodologies that naturally encompass and exploits those
multi-element relations. Moreover, it is interesting to see how our set-based architecture
outperforms the combinatorial-based one in every scenario, suggesting that intermediate
binary connections might add noise in the process of distilling compressed representations.

However, despite the promising preliminary results, and because of them as well, there
are many aspects and limitations of our proposed methodology that are being investigated
and will be addressed in future work. The following list summarizes some of the main lines
of research:

Topology Inference We hypothesize that the main limitation of our current method
revolves around this module, as it can potentially gather elements that do not necessarily
share any correlation –especially at the end of the clustering process, where hyperedges
are built in a greedy manner regardless of the actual similarities between their elements.
Whereas zfp implements a sophisticated method to deal with such uncorrelated elements,
our current methodology mainly relies on existing correlations to perform compression; this
can lead to a systematic poor reconstruction error of the involved signals. In order to address
this, apart from exploring other metrics beyond SNR, it would be interesting to consider
more flexible clustering approaches that could dynamically adapt the length/number of
the inferred higher-order structures (e.g. by defining a Reinforcement Learning pipeline to
perform the division, or adapting a solution like the Differentiable Cell Complex Module [158]
to our scenario).

Implementation Issues Our current proposal does not scale well with the original (graph)
signal dimension, as it mainly relies on an iterative pair-wise similarity computation between
all (graph) elements. More research about how to relax this aspect is required in order to
make its deployment feasible, and in this regard some ideas we want to explore are:

• To test whether static higher-order structures generated from training samples can
perform well in testing time; not only this would reduce the execution time, but also
the necessity of storing the cluster sequence at each iteration.

• To check the feasibility of storing simultaneously sparse matrices indicating when
the compression loss exceeds a certain threshold; apart from becoming a potential
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indicator of anomalies in the signal, if the distribution of big reconstruction errors is
really sparse, combining them with the compressed representations will provide with
loss tolerance guarantees, and could be key for matching zfp performance.

• For large graphs, to divide the original graph into independent subgraphs, to which
then our method is applied.

Topological MP Another goal is to shed more light on the performance difference ob-
served between our two architectures, SetMP and CombMP. Owing to current results, it
seems that the lower complexity of SetMP is a clear advantage, and suggests that inter-
mediate edge communications noisily interfere in the compression process. This should be
further validated with other datasets, and possibly by testing some variations of the edge-
based communication pipeline in the general CombMP architecture.
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Chapter 7

Conclusions and Future Work

This dissertation addressed the challenges of optimizing complex systems that naturally
emerge in our digital era, specially due to the explosive growth of networked applications
and connected devices derived from technological advances over the last decades. In this
context, we aimed at investigating novel Machine Learning (ML) based methodologies able
to exploit the distributed nature of such networked environments to address the scalability
issues of traditional solutions.

Our investigation lead us to the design of MAGNNETO, a general framework for dis-
tributed optimization in networked systems. Through the combination of Multi-Agent Rein-
forcement Learning (MARL) and Graph Neural Network (GNN) technologies, the modular-
based MAGNNETO architecture is able to naturally distribute the optimization among a set
of agents deployed across a networked scenario. Thanks to the implemented message-passing
scheme from the GNN-based modelling of the environment, these agents can effectively co-
operate to achieve a global optimization goal by leveraging low-intensive communications
between neighbors, which in turn can be propagated through the real network links.

This dissertation also explored the applicability of MAGNNETO to different real-world
scenarios. The MARL setting implemented by MAGNNETO can be adapted to accommo-
date different distributed systems by the definition of the environment (which elements of
the network the agents represent, and how they are interconnected), the state and action
spaces (based on the features of the network and possible changes that agents may execute),
as well as the reward function (which provides feedback about the performed actions). In
particular, we visited in depth two computer network use cases: intradomain Traffic En-
gineering (TE) in Internet Service Provider (ISP) networks, and Congestion Control (CC)
optimization in Datacenter Networks (DCNs).

Regarding intradomain TE, we introduce the adaptation MAGNNETO-TE and demon-
strate that it represents a significant leap forward in this domain. MAGNNETO-TE not only
matches the near-optimal performance exhibited by current state-of-the-art TE optimizers,
but surpasses them considerably in terms of execution speed, reacting much quicker to traf-
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fic changes without a noticeable decrease in performance. This system notably thrives in
scenarios unseen during the training phase, showcasing an impressive generalization power.

In a similar vein, the MAGNNETO-CC adaptation offers a promising approach to-
wards dynamic ECN tuning within CC in DCNs. Outperforming previous baselines in flow
completion time and maintaining shorter queue lengths, it addresses the necessities of next-
generation DCNs adeptly. The solution’s remarkable generalization capabilities allow for
more robust and adaptable agent implementations, capable of accommodating significant
variations in network scenarios compared to the conditions experienced during training.

Overall, MAGNNETO framework displays notable versatility, adapting well to these
two use cases in the computer network sector due to its distributed nature. In both scenar-
ios, it shows an excellent balance between performance and execution cost, unprecedented
generalization capabilities, and fully compatibility with current and legacy hardware. We
argue that these are relevant features towards a feasible deployment and commercialization,
a capability that has been largely overlooked by previous ML-based solutions.

In conclusion, the MAGNNETO architecture stands as a beacon of innovation and
adaptability in the evolving landscape of network optimization, offering solutions that are
not only highly efficient and expedited but also marked by their strong generalization abil-
ities. Its applicability, extending potentially beyond the networking domain, underscores
its position as a potent tool in addressing contemporary challenges in networked systems,
ushering in a new era of optimized, responsive, and adaptive network operations. Future
explorations and adaptations of the MAGNNETO framework are eagerly anticipated, po-
tentially heralding revolutionary applications in diverse fields.

7.1 Future Work

As proposed in previous Chapter 6, we reckon that the exploration of Topological Deep
Learning (TDL) methodologies [30,31] to boost MAGNNETO beyond the graph domain is
a promising research towards the operation of very complex dynamical distributed systems.
Our preliminary results suggest that topological-inspired methodologies can potentially ex-
ploit multi-way correlations and long range interactions in networked scenarios, hence ad-
dressing some of the main limitations of current GNN models. Moreover, since TNNs share
the same modular-based architecture than their graph counterparts, a topological-enhanced
MAGNNETO framework could also capitalize on the inherent distributed nature of net-
worked systems and naturally parallellize the optimization process through them.

We also note that, through the definition of the reward function in the Reinforcement
Learning (RL) setting, MAGNNETO is trained based on a static, pre-defined optimization
goal. In this regard, another interesting line of research would be to explore the use of meta-
learning techniques [159] in order to design an objective-agnostic optimization framework,
able to dynamically adapt its optimizations goals to perform different tasks without the need
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of re-training it. This would be aligned to the trend of intent-based networking, which aims
to operate networks by means of a declarative language that expresses what the network
administrator wants the network to do –as opposed to using traditional imperative languages
that express how the network must run.

Finally, we argue that MAGNNETO can be considered to optimize other challenging
and impactful scenarios apart from the two relevant use cases considered in this dissertation.
For instance, and still within the field of computer networks, one challenging but very
interesting possibility would be to extend MAGNNETO to handle wireless networks (e.g.
5G/6G mobile networks), where the network topology can dynamically change over time.
However, we recall that MAGNNETO was conceived to optimize networked systems in
general, so future research might also consider MAGNNETO in other scenarios beyond the
scope of computer networks –such as traffic lights in smart cities, autonomous vehicles, etc.

On this matter, we highlight that MAGNNETO has been already successfully adaptated
to tackle the optimal power flow problem in electrical power systems [19], where the goal is
to find the best operating point by optimizing the power output of generators in power grids.
After a careful adaptation of MAGNNETO to this scenario, it has shown great generalization
capabilities as well as a significant cost reduction (up to 30%) w.r.t. standard solutions on
that field; we refer the reader to [58] and [160] works for all the details of this application.
We believe that this fact showcases the potential of MAGNNETO’s architecture towards
optimizing distributed systems in a broader sense.
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Appendix A

Outcomes of the Thesis
A.1 Related Publications

Conference Papers:
• G. Bernárdez, J. Suárez-Varela, A. López, B. Wu, S. Xiao, X. Cheng, P. Barlet-Ros,

and A. Cabellos-Aparicio, “Is Machine Learning Ready for Traffic Engineering Opti-
mization?” in 2021 IEEE 29th International Conference on Network Protocols (ICNP).
IEEE, 2021, pp. 1–11.

– Oral presentation at the Main Conference program.

– Runner-Up for the Best Paper Award.

• G. Bernárdez, L. Telyatnikov, E. Alarcón, A. Cabellos-Aparicio, P. Barlet-Ros, and P.
Liò, “Topological Network Traffic Compression”, in Proceedings of the 2nd Graph Neural
Networking Workshop 2023 (GNNet), ACM CoNEXT 2023.

– Oral presentation at the Workshop program.

• G. Bernárdez, L. Telyatnikov, E. Alarcón, A. Cabellos-Aparicio, P. Barlet-Ros, and P.
Liò, “Topological Graph Signal Compression”. Extended Abstract accepted at the 2nd
Learning on Graphs Conference 2023 (LoG).

– Oral presentation at the Main Conference program.

Journal Papers:
• G. Bernárdez, J. Suárez-Varela, A. López, X. Shi, S. Xiao, X. Cheng, P. Barlet-Ros,

and A. Cabellos-Aparicio, “MAGNNETO: A graph neural network-based multi-agent
system for traffic engineering,” IEEE Transactions on Cognitive Communications and
Networking (JCR Q1), vol. 9, no. 2, pp. 494–506, 2023.

• (under review) G. Bernárdez, J. Suárez-Varela, X. Shi, S. Xiao, X. Cheng, P. Barlet-
Ros, and A. Cabellos-Aparicio, “GraphCC: A practical Graph Learning-based Approach
to Congestion Control in Datacenters”. Submitted to IEEE Transactions on Cognitive
Communications and Networking (JCR Q1).
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A.2 Related Patents

• (published) G. Bernárdez, J. Suárez-Varela, M. Ferriol, B. Wu, S. Xiao, X. Cheng,
L. Wenjie, L. Fenglin, P. Barlet-Ros, and A. Cabellos-Aparicio. "Devices and methods
for autonomous distributed control of computer networks". Huawei Technologies Co.,
LTD.

– International PCT Application Number PCT/CN2021/091915, filed in May 6th
2021.

– Patent Publication Number WO/2022/232994, published in November 10th 2022.

• (filed) G. Bernárdez, J. Suárez-Varela, X. Shi, S. Xiao, X. Cheng, P. Barlet-Ros, and
A. Cabellos-Aparicio, "Device and Method for an Agent for Dynamically Adapting an
Explicit Congestion Notification Configuration in a Network System". Huawei Tech-
nologies Co., LTD.

– International PCT Application Number PCT/CN2022/138121, filed in December
9th 2022.

A.3 Other Merits

• 3 × Winner of ICML 2023 Topological Deep Learning Challenge,1 in team with L.
Scofano, I. Spinelli, S. Scardapane, S. Fiorellino, O. Zaghen, L. Telyatninkov and C.
Battiloro. We participated in 3 out of the 4 different categories proposed in the challenge,
and obtained the first position in all three with the following submissions:

– In the Simplicial Domain for our Simplicial Attention Network implementation.

– In the Cellular Domain for our Cell Attention Network implementation.

– In the Hypergraph Domain for our AllSetTransformer implementation.

• 6-month research stay at the University of Cambridge under the supervision of Prof.
Pietro Liò, from 2023-01-01 to 2023-06-30. The main research focused on the explo-
ration and design of novel Topological and Geometric Deep Learning methodologies to
compress signals over graphs.

• Accepted Poster at the 6th Edition of the Graph Signal Processing Workshop 2023 (June
12-14 in Oxford, UK), presenting our journal publication “MAGNNETO: A graph neural
network-based multi-agent system for traffic engineering”.

• Doctoral fellowship from the Secretariat for Universities and Research of the Ministry
of Business and Knowledge of the Government of Catalonia (ref. 2020 FISDU 00416),
FI SDUR grant October 2020.

1https://pyt-team.github.io/topomodelx/challenge
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A.4 Other Publications

• J. Suárez-Varela, M. Ferriol-Galmés, A. López, P. Almasan, G. Bernárdez, D. Pujol-
Perich, K. Rusek, L. Bonniot, C. Neumann, F. Schnitzler, F. Taïani, M. Happ, C.
Maier, J. Lei Du, M. Herlich, P. Dorfinger, N. Vincent Hainke, S. Venz, J. Wegener,
H. Wissing, B. Wu, S. Xiao, P. Barlet-Ros, and A. Cabellos-Aparicio. 2021. "The
graph neural networking challenge: a worldwide competition for education in AI/ML
for networks." SIGCOMM Computer Communications Review (CCR), 51, 3 (July
2021), 9–16. https://doi.org/10.1145/3477482.3477485

• Á. López-Cardona, G. Bernárdez, P. Barlet-Ros, and A. Cabellos-Aparicio, “Proximal
policy optimization with graph neural networks for optimal power flow,” arXiv preprint
arXiv:2212.12470, 2022.

• (under review) L. Telyatnikov, M.S. Bucarelli, G. Bernárdez, O. Zaghen, S. Scarda-
pane and P. Liò, “Hypergraph Neural Networks through the Lens of Message Passing:
A Common Perspective to Homophily and Architecture Design”, submitted to the 12th
International Conference on Learning Representations (ICLR) 2024.

• Co-author of "ICML 2023 Topological Deep Learning Challenge: Design and Results",
in Topological, Algebraic and Geometric Learning Workshops 2023. PMLR, 2023. p.
3-8.

• (under review) Co-author of "TopoX: A Suite of Python Packages for Machine Learn-
ing on Topological Domains", submitted to the Journal of Machine Learning Research.
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