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Abstract

Operating a large-scale WAN reliably is becoming increas-
ingly challenging due to the surge in traffic volumes, and the
growing complexity of both software and hardware. In this
paper, we introduce MirrorNet, our production-grade emula-
tion framework designed to mirror a software-based WAN.
Unlike traditional emulators and simulators that access only
a partial set of network information, MirrorNet functions as
a comprehensive rwin of the production network, encompass-
ing the controller, data plane, and network traffic. Our key
challenge lies in striking a balance between the requirements
for a fine-grained and high-fidelity emulation, scalability, and
resource efficiency. To address these, we have developed a
multi-faceted approach: i) we employ an incremental storage
and replay method to reconstruct the historical production net-
work at a second-by-second level; ii) we propose a network
update strategy that maintains consistent alignment between
the emulation and production networks; and iii) we design a
custom orchestrator capable of rapidly deploying one or more
large-scale emulation networks, which can operate concur-
rently to expedite testing. MirrorNet has been deployed in
TWAN for over 2 years and integral in our daily WAN man-
agement tasks, aiding in troubleshooting, parameter tuning,
testing, and capacity assessment.

1 Introduction

Our wide area network (WAN) connects hundreds of data cen-
ters, runs millions of applications (e.g., real-time messaging,
social media, online meeting, cloud gaming), and serves bil-
lions of users. To enable flexible and centralized control, like
many large service providers (Google [25,26], Microsoft [24],
Meta [14]), we have adopted centralized software-defined
controllers to manage our WAN. The controller is responsi-
ble for configuring O(10) network parameters (e.g., reserved
bandwidth limit, path utilization bound [14]) and scheduling
tens of Tbps traffic.

*Both authors contributed equally to this work.
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Running such a large network reliably presents significant
challenges. This includes handling routine planned changes
like upgrades and new deployments, dealing with unexpected
faults such as hardware failures and software bugs, and man-
aging constant traffic fluctuations across O(100) devices and
links. Each of these scenarios has the potential to degrade
performance or lead to complete unavailability, adversely af-
fecting the user experience.

To enhance reliability, it is essential to both proactively
assess the potential impact of planned changes and to carry
out thorough retrospective investigations of unforeseen faults.
Unfortunately, none of the existing tools can provide this
‘bidirectional’ forward-planning and backward-analysis capa-
bilities to manage production WANSs.

Existing network emulation tools (e.g., CrystalNet [33],
Kollaps [21]), simulation tools (e.g., Risk Simulation [46],
DONS [16]), and verification tools (e.g., Batfish [12],
Minesweeper [9], Hoyan [48]) can be used to validate planned
changes before deployment. However, these tools only have
access to partial production network information. For ex-
ample, CrystalNet [33] is tailored for data center networks,
utilizing static network topologies and router configurations
as input. However, it does not incorporate real traffic data
or lacks dynamic event handling. This partial view can lead
to potential discrepancies between simulated outcomes and
actual network behavior, resulting in unforeseen issues after
deployment. Crescent [17] is an emulation tool for WAN,
but it focuses on evaluating network behaviors under failure
scenarios and also fail to consider TE and traffic demands.
On the other side, existing monitoring and troubleshooting
tools [8, 11,36,49] often have limited visibility into all com-
ponents of a large network, and thus cannot capture the root
cause of all faults. Even when faults are identified, replicating
these issues and testing proposed solutions proves to be a
challenging task [14].

In this paper, we present MirrorNet, a scalable and high-
fidelity WAN emulation framework designed to tackle these
challenges. Here, high fidelity means that the emulation frame-
work accurately reconstructs the production network at any
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historical time. As Figure 5 shows, by mirroring the produc-
tion network architecture (e.g., network devices, configura-
tions, and network traffic), MirrorNet essentially acts as a twin
of the production network. The system’s orchestrator dynami-
cally updates the emulation network in real time, reflecting
every second’s changes in the production network. Therefore,
MirrorNet can emulate the network state at any specific time.
This capability enables root cause analysis of past incidents
and allows for safe testing of configuration changes in a vir-
tual environment before they are deployed to the production
network. With capabilities of backward-analysis and forward-
planning, MirrorNet has been used in three main types of
daily WAN management tasks: i) tracing and reproducing un-
expected events; ii) simulating configuration and architectural
changes; iii) assessing and adjusting network capacity.

To achieve high fidelity and scalability in mirroring our
large-scale production network in real-time, our framework
has made the following contributions:

« Incremental data storage and replay: To enable precise
reconstruction of past network states, it is necessary to store
a vast amount of constantly changing network data, which
can require substantial storage (e.g., approximately 1300 GB
per day). To reduce storage resources while maintaining fine-
grained replay, we employ a novel incremental replay method.
This method involves storing changes for less frequently up-
dated data as snapshots, while proactively capturing updates
of high-frequency data as events. To accurately reconstruct the
network at any historical point, we utilize the closest snapshot
and replay the subsequent events (§ 3.2).

» Consistent network updates: As we incorporate the TE
into the WAN emulation, we need to incorporate data from
multiple sources that is closely related to TE. To correctly
reproduce the production network, it is essential to consider
the strong dependencies among various data types. For in-
stance, to emulate a tunnel, it is important to consider factors
such as the underlying network link, the traffic traversing the
tunnel, and any events potentially impacting it. We propose a
safe update approach that systematically determines an op-
erational sequence, ensuring strong consistency between the
production and emulation networks (§ 3.3).

» Scalable emulation deployment: To efficiently and scal-
ably emulate large-scale networks, we adopt two key tech-
niques. First, to enable emulating large network scales, we
develop a custom orchestrator to manage virtual devices and
links. It is designed to overcome the inefficiencies of existing
solutions, such as OpenStack [5] and GNS3 [1], which are
too slow to deploy large networks. Our orchestration solu-
tion significantly speeds up the setup process, thus enabling
on-demand emulation. Second, since WAN emulator should
perform various tasks in a timely manner, we propose a multi-
task emulation approach, which is capable of concurrently
running multiple network emulation tasks, significantly accel-
erating the network testing process. Utilizing a unique traffic
translator mechanism, it also ensures efficient storage use, en-
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Figure 1: Multi-Plane Architecture of TWAN: An example of four
planes interconnecting three regions.

abling multiple emulations to concurrently access and utilize
a shared traffic dataset (§ 3.4).

MirrorNet has been deployed in our production network
TWAN for over 2 years. Compared to traditional systems,
MirrorNet enables to localize failures in minutes, orders of
magnitude faster while promoting discovering previously un-
traceable failures, and helps to reach optimal capacity set-
tings by satisfying 1.4 x more demand for one-link failure
scenarios at rush hours, which is 3.5x better. Meanwhile,
MirrorNet can help obtain optimal parameters with minimal
operations with the production network and ensure nearly
100% successful network evolutions. Furthermore, MirrorNet
presents high-precision mirroring ability (i.e., one second)
and high scalability without introducing much overhead (§ 5).
Furthermore, we have learned important operational lessons
throughout years of running MirrorNet in production (§ 6).
To the best of our knowledge, we are the first to introduce
the real-time emulation of the service provider WAN, related
practical concerns, and our production solution to academia.

This work does not raise any ethical issues.

2 Background and Motivation

In this section, we first describe our existing WAN architecture
(§ 2.1), and then show why we need the MirrorNet (§ 2.2).

2.1 Multi-plane based WAN Architecture

Our private WAN interconnects hundreds of data center (DC)
sites across various geographical regions. Its primary role is to
carry inter-DC traffic, which has been growing exponentially
over the past three years. To support evolving demands and
enhance resilience, we adopt a multi-plane architecture. As
shown in Figure 1, the physical network topology is divided
into multiple parallel topologies, called planes. Cross-DC traf-
fic is distributed across these planes using flow-level ECMP.
Each plane has a dedicated software-based central controller,
runs distributed agents on each router, and manages a propor-
tion of the overall traffic. The multi-plane architecture enables
a phased rollout of upgrades and maintenance activities, re-
ducing the risk of network-wide disruptions.

Centralized Traffic Engineering: Different from data center
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Figure 2: Link disruption causing packet
loss of 100 Gbps. plane isolation.

networks where the network utilization is quite low and rout-
ing solutions like ECMP are traffic oblivious [27,34,45,50],
WANSs involve a controller in each plane to perform central-
ized traffic engineering (TE) which takes real-time traffic
demands into account to continuously adjust traffic schedul-
ing decisions, so that scarce inter-DC bandwidth can be fairly
shared among competing applications. The control loop of TE
includes three key steps: 1) State Monitoring: The controller
polls agents on each router to discover network topology and
measure bandwidth demands among sites. The topology is
represented as a directed graph with each site as a node, and
site-to-site connectivity as edges. The bandwidth demands
between each pair of sites are represented by a traffic matrix,
which is generated based on polling byte counters on each
router; ii) Run TE algorithms: Based on the network topology
and traffic matrix value, the TE algorithm allocates paths for
every pair of sites to optimize specific goals, such as min-
imizing packet loss or link utilization. Multiple paths may
exist between a pair of sites to balance load and minimize
congestion; iii) Reconfigure routers: Finally, by comparing
the paths output by the TE algorithms with the existing paths,
the controller identifies changed paths and reconfigures the
network using tunneling (e.g., IP encapsulation).

The TE control loop, i.e., TE action, operates periodically
(e.g., every 5 minutes) or on-demand to adapt to network fail-
ures, fluctuating traffic demands, and architectural changes.
Essentially, it plays a pivotal role in optimizing network re-
source usage, ensuring resilience under various conditions,
and enhancing the overall user experience.

2.2 Why Do We Need MirrorNet

Since network utilization in data center networks is quite low
and the routing mechanism is traffic oblivious, the primary
goal of emulators like CrystalNet [33] is designed to check
network connectivity. However, in WANSs, the traffic engineer-
ing is used to make efficient utilization of bandwidth resource,
leading to changing network states. This phenomenon makes
it impossible to directly apply traditional emulators such as
CrystalNet that is designed for data centers for emulation.
In this section, we present four representative scenarios that
highlight the issues of relying solely on a production WAN
environment for network management. These scenarios under-
score the necessity of developing a control plane simulation
framework to address the limitations of previous emulators.
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Figure 4: Persistent packet loss due to a
large portion of link capacity loss.

Case 1—Untraceable Network Failures: As a large scale
backbone network, we typically encounter O(10) failures
daily, stemming from both internal devices and external ser-
vice providers. These failures often trigger the TE control
system to initiate traffic rescheduling. However, tracking the
root causes of these rescheduling events is a significant chal-
lenge. Consider a specific incident in our network, illustrated
in Figure 2, which includes a segment of our backbone topol-
ogy with four sites. Each network link in this segment has a
uniform bandwidth of 1000 Gbps. There are multiple tunnels
on these links, the AB tunnel is assigned 300 Gbps, the ABD
tunnel is also allocated 300 Gbps, and the AC tunnel is set at
600 Gbps.

An issue arose when a partial link disruption reduced the
AB link bandwidth from 1000 Gbps to 500 Gbps, making it
unable to handle the AB and ABD tunnels’ total bandwidth.
The TE control system attempted to redistribute some of the
tunnel traffic from the AB link to alternative routes. Yet, it
concluded that the spare bandwidth on other links was insuffi-
cient for this additional traffic, leading to a continued packet
loss of 100 Gbps on the AB link. We lacked detailed run-
time logs due to performance considerations. This, along with
our inability to replicate the exact fault and traffic conditions,
hindered a thorough root cause analysis.

Later with MirrorNet, we could recreate the network’s state
just prior to the failure, and then introduce the specific fault
into our simulation. This approach allowed us to scrutinize
the network’s response in a controlled environment. Through
multiple simulations, we discovered that the root cause of
the persistent packet loss was not due to a lack of available
bandwidth on alternative routes, as initially thought. Instead,
it was traced back to a subtle bug in the TE algorithm . This
experience highlighted MirrorNet’s crucial role in diagnosing
and solving intricate problems. With MirrorNet, we have fixed
tens of issues, significantly enhanced our network’s reliability.

Case 2—Slow Parameter Tuning: Similar to [14], our
backbone network involves O(10) tunable parameters (e.g.,
maximum link utilization, load imbalance threshold among

IThe bug arose from an optimization feature aimed at memory efficiency.
Engineers try to optimize the knapsack problem using a one-dimensional
array approach rather than a two-dimensional array method to reduce mem-
ory. But, this approach is not accurately implemented, resulting in values
overlapping during the calculation. As a result, the TE algorithm, despite
recognizing the presence of available bandwidth on alternative links, failed
to accurately identify and utilize these routes.
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equivalent paths) critical for optimizing bandwidth allocation.
Conversely, a too low threshold could result in frequent and
unnecessary TE rescheduling actions, like switching paths for
a mere 1% utilization difference between them. Here, the un-
necessary TE action refers to unnecessary traffic rescheduling
which fluctuates traffic distribution without much improve-
ment in network performance. Meanwhile, these unnecessary
TE actions often need new updates to be programmed into
switches, which can lead to about 100ms of packet loss.

Refining these parameters to minimize unnecessary
rescheduling and packet loss is challenging. The traditional
process involves a series of iterative adjustments and test-
ing. For instance, after changing parameters in version O (like
scheduling only if link utilization differences exceed 10%),
version 1 is tested in portion of the network for validation.
Subsequent versions undergo similar cycles, each with differ-
ent thresholds, like 20% for version 2 and 15% for version
3. This process of controlled deployment and live testing can
take months. Each iteration aims to find an optimal balance
but also involves risks and delays, making it a slow and chal-
lenging task to achieve the ideal parameter settings.

With MirrorNet, we have the capability to fine-tune param-
eters in a controlled emulation environment, ensuring they
are optimized before deployment in the production. This sys-
tem has enabled us to effectively resolve 95% unnecessary
controller scheduling actions. Compared to previous methods,
MirrorNet has substantially reduced the time (months) and
resources required for adjusting parameters, marking a signif-
icant improvement in our network management efficiency.

Case 3—Shallow Single Plane Testing: Traditional testing
methods for multi-plane network architectures (see Figure 1)
often rely on the similarities across different planes. This
approach typically involves using one plane as a testbed, as-
suming that successful tests can be replicated across other
planes [14]. However, this approach can fail and may lead
to incidents when there are differences between planes. Con-
sider a scenario in our network where our objective was to
isolate each plane to implement new updates. The process was
initially trialed on the first plane, with a plan to replicate it on
others if successful. For every plane, the procedure involved
sequentially revoking routes for each node within the plane .
While this procedure worked well for the first three planes,
it resulted in substantial packet loss in the fourth plane, as
illustrated in Figure 3. The underlying issue was that, unlike
the other router nodes using MPLS-TE to route the traffic,
node C in plane-4 lacked MPLS-TE-based traffic forwarding
caused by configuration bugs, and thus used the BGP to route
traffic. When revoking router C in plane-4, the route update
will finally spread to the DC router. At this period, the traffic
is erroneously dropped during the route revocation phase.
These intricate plane-specific differences are not uncom-

2We modify BGP routing policy configurations to achieve this. For
instance, to isolate node D’s traffic, a temporary rule targeting D (node
address 2.2.2.0/24 deny) is added to its outgoing route policy.

mon in our production network, stemming from varying traf-
fic, temporary equipment maintenance, and operational varia-
tions. On the one hand, although the DC-routers in Figure |
distribute traffic to different planes through ECMP, the traffic
from the same source to the destination on different planes can
differ by dozens of times, resulting in different TE policies
and traffic distribution in each plane. This is always caused
by elephant flow between DCs which will be routed to only
one plane and this phenomenon often happens in the produc-
tion network. On the other hand, temporary maintenance or
operational bugs might lead to configuration discrepancies
in multiple planes, which will have over days or months. As
such, relying on single-plane canary testing fails to uncover
these deeper, plane-specific issues, potentially leading to net-
work disruptions [14]. With MirrorNet, we have shifted to
a more thorough testing approach. By accurately emulating
multi-plane conditions, we ensure that any network changes
are comprehensively tested for safety and compatibility across
all planes before implementation in production.

Case 4—Inaccurate Capacity Assessment: The lack of
precise capacity estimation for failure scenarios often leads to
critical incidents. These situations typically arise when traf-
fic flow exceeds the available bandwidth during peak hours,
especially when unexpected disruptions occur. Accurately
predicting the network’s ability to handle such fluctuations is
crucial, yet it poses a significant challenge.

One of our incidents in 2022 exemplifies this issue. During
peak hours, one of our 2200 Gbps bundled link between nodes
A and B suddenly dropped to 400 Gbps bandwidth. This led
to significant congestion and a 3% packet loss over an hour
and a half, as shown in Figure 4. The TE controller couldn’t
effectively redistribute 1800 Gbps of tunnel traffic to other
links due to their limited spare capacity.

While tools like the RSS [46] aim to predict traffic growth
for capacity planning, they lack integration of TE algorithms
and real configurations. This oversight limits their ability to
simulate network behavior accurately. In contrast, our sim-
ulation environment, MirrorNet, effectively integrates these
algorithms, allowing for a more realistic representation of net-
work dynamics. This integration is crucial for understanding
the network’s resilience to bandwidth fluctuations under real
failures and optimize TE responses.

3 MirrorNet Design

In this section, we present how we design MirrorNet to help
with the above common WAN management tasks. We first
give an overview of the system architecture (§ 3.1), and then
describe each key component in detail (§ 3.2 «~ § 3.4).

3.1 Architecture Overview

To enhance network reliability, it is crucial to proactively as-
sess the impact of potential changes (as seen in case 2-4)
and conduct in-depth retrospective analyses of unexpected
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Data Category [ Concrete Data

[ Proportion [ Frequency of Updates ]

Node information . . Once a year (usually only when new
(Underlay Network) device ID, device name, IP addresses <0.1% nodes are added)
IP Link Attributes link ID, source device name, destination device name, 239 Link bandwidth fluctuates averaging O(100)
(Underlay Network) | IP addresses, link bandwidth, etc. 7 times daily and about 3 times per link.
Tunnel Information tunnel ID, priority, source node, destination node, names, 97.7% Tunnel paths change up to O(1000) changes
(Overlay Network) bundle groups, path link IDs, bandwidth, etc. 7 daily, averaging 1 changes per tunnel.
Table 1: Network topology changes for a typical week collected from the network event dataset.
g Orchestrator R Controller T tion network, network events, traffic matrix) from the produc-
b . .
[ SnapshotsD]ata e['se = a9 e Remnﬁgujj tion network and stores it in its database (Step 0). It takes
i € emulation tasks from operators. Based on each task, the or-
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Figure 5: Workflow of MirrorNet which interactes with both
production network and emulation network.

faults (as in case 1) in § 2.2. We refer to these as forward-
planning and backward-analysis capabilities. The production
network fundamentally struggles to simultaneously achieve
both capabilities while maintaining high performance. This
difficulty arises because such tasks invariably affect network
stability and can even disrupt ongoing traffic. To address this,
we have developed MirrorNet, an emulation system designed
to replicate the production network environment without im-
pacting its performance. While various network emulation
tools exist [7,9,12,16,23,33,41,46,48], none fully satisfy
our specific requirements:
o Fine-grained and high-fidelity emulation: Capable of emu-
lating the production network faithfully at second-level, in-
cluding detailed replication of configuration, traffic patterns,
and control algorithms for any specific historical moment.
e Scalability: Capable of emulating large-scale networks (e.g.,
thousands of nodes and links) and handling diverse complex-
ity levels of tasks efficiently.
e Resource efficiency: While emulation necessarily requires
additional resources, it’s imperative to minimize computation
and storage demands and facilitate on-demand emulation.
Achieving all these requirements is a challenging task.
Fine-grained emulation demands substantial storage resource,
which grows with the network’s scale, thus making it difficult
to support large-scale networks. The requirement for high-
fidelity further amplifies the resource demands. Balancing
these conflicting demands requires innovative and sophisti-
cated solutions to navigate the inherent trade-offs.

Workflow: As shown in Figure 5, our MirrorNet consists of
two key components: a central emulation orchestrator and
a set of emulation networks. The orchestrator continuously
retrieves real-time network data (e.g., a snapshot of produc-

chestrator deploys one or more emulation networks (Step
1), with their lifecycles managed by the Net Manager. Ev-
ery emulation network, similar to a plane of the production
network, comprises: i) a controller managing configurations
and executing traffic engineering algorithms. Note that the
controller is replicated from the production network to keep
the control plane consistent to the production network; ii) a
set of routers, emulated by running identical router images in
virtual machines loaded with production configurations. The
Translator ensures that each emulation network’s state aligns
with the corresponding segment in the production network
(Step 2). During emulation, operators can implement changes
using the same interfaces as they would in the production
network (Step 3). After completing an emulation task, any
changes made and validated within the emulation network
can be applied to the production network (Step 4).

In the following subsections, we detail three key techniques
of MirrorNet to achieve fine-grained and high-fidelity emula-
tion, scalability, and resource efficiency. Firstly, incremental
storage and replay minimizes storage needs while enabling
accurate reconstruction of historical network states (§ 3.2).
Secondly, consistent network updates ensure emulation net-
works closely emulate the live network (§ 3.3). Lastly, scal-
able emulation network allow efficiently emulate large-scale
networks and complex tasks (§ 3.4).

3.2 Incremental Storage and Replay

To accurately emulate the production network in the Mirror-
Net and capture the network state changes, we should store the
network topology including both underlay and overlay infor-
mation at a fine granularity. However, the network generates
massive data volumes — about 16 MB per second, totaling
around 1300 GB daily and 40 TB monthly for a single plane.
Fine-grained emulation (e.g., second level) introduces a big
challenge since it demands substantial storage resources.

Topology data redundancy across time: Our analysis re-
vealed that significant topology changes within the network
are infrequent, offering an opportunity to optimize data stor-
age. As shown in Table 1, we observe that node changes are
rare with once a year, while most changes happen to tunnel
information, with 1 change daily per tunnel on average. All of
these changes are not frequent for a daily period. If we store
the changes instead of the entire data every second, we only
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Figure 6: Reconstructing production network through replay.

need to store about 0.003% of the data volume for IP link
information, and 0.001% for tunnel information, significantly
reducing the storage resource °.

Incremental storage: Based on this observation, we intro-
duce an incremental storage mechanism to reduce the re-
source. Specifically, we categorized data based on its fre-
quency of change and stored less frequently altered data as
snapshots and more dynamic data as events. The snapshot in-
formation includes network topology consisting of links and
nodes and a set of tunnel paths. This data is obtained directly
from the TE controller and transformed into formatted data.
This network snapshot is periodically stored in the database
(every minute, hour, day, or year). These snapshots serve as
reference points for the network’s state at specific times. Here,
the detailed storage frequency of the snapshot is based on
the balance between the reconstruction time and the storage
demand (see § 5.5). Any changes between two snapshots are
recorded as an event and stored in our event database. These
events’ volume is 10 MB per month, a much smaller in size
compared to full-state snapshots.

Reconstruction through replay: To reconstruct the network
state at a particular historical moment, the method first iden-
tifies the closest preceding snapshot. It then applies the se-
quence of logged events that occurred after that snapshot up to
the desired point in time. As shown in Figure 6, the topology
reconstruction module firstly will load the closest preceding
snapshot, and then change the snapshot according to the event.
We mainly introduce the most common events, including link
failures and tunnel path changes. If the event indicates a link
failure, then the specific link will be removed in the snapshot.
If the path of the tunnel changes, we will replace the previ-
ous tunnel based on the event. Note that the event should be
added sequentially according to their timestamp. This ensures
that we can obtain an accurate network state. For example,
assume that the path of a tunnel is initially set to A-B-C, and
two events are happening with this tunnel, i.e., the path of the
tunnel is A-D-C at 1:00 and A-E-C at 1:01 respectively. If the
two events are concurrently added to the network, the network
may appear in an inaccurate state with A-D-C at 1:01. This
process effectively replays the network’s evolution, leading to

3Here, the link information changes 3 times on average daily. Therefore,
we only need to store 3 item instead of 86400 items for a single link over one
day. This results in a percentage of ~0.003% (3/86,400). The same method
can be applied to the tunnel information (1/86,400~0.001%).

/(1) Network Setup
e Aveintateiy -
s 9
Controller Network State
Traffic Tunnel
Network Topo Initialization Engineering Path
B o
-
(4) Traffic (5) Event
inject Inject
Traffic Network
s | [
Snapshot Orchestrator

Figure 7: The process of achieving a consistent network update.

an accurate reconstruction of its state at that specific moment.

However, we observe some events may not be logged due
to various issues, such as software bugs, network congestion,
etc. To handle changes in the network that are not logged as
events, we regularly save snapshots in a cache. We then check
these snapshots against the reconstructed network topology
to verify its correctness. If they match, we simply remove
them from the cache. But if there are differences, we move
the cached snapshot to a database as the new reference points
for future reconstructions.

By combining less frequent, comprehensive snapshots with
a continuous log of smaller, incremental changes, the incre-
mental replay method achieves a balance. It minimizes the
storage space needed while still maintaining the level of detail
required for precise network state reconstruction.

3.3 Consistent Network Update

As WAN emulation introduces network data from multiple
sources, it is challenging to ensure the emulator being consis-
tent to the production network. The emulated TE controller
is replicated from the production environment, mirroring the
TE decisions performed in the real network by running the
same TE algorithm. Yet not all aspects are critical to the fi-
delity of TE emulation. Factors such as queuing delays do
not trigger TE actions; therefore, they are irrelevant in our
emulation system. In fact, the order in which the network
data are introduced into the emulation plays the most impor-
tant role in its accuracy and reliability. Directly inputting all
network data without considering their dependencies cannot
ensure that the controller’s scheduling behavior in the emula-
tion environment is consistent with that in the actual network.
For example, if traffic data is inputted before the tunnel con-
struction, the traffic paths in the simulation environment can
significantly differ from those in the actual network. Similarly,
inputting event information before traffic data can result in an
ineffective simulation of the events’ impact.

Dependency-aware safe update: To develop a systematic
and structured approach, we need to understand how each
element interacts within the network. This understanding
leads us to formulate the following processes in Figure 7.

1. Topology Construction: Nodes and links serves as the
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most fundamental component of the emulation environ-
ment, forming a basic platform for simulation. We use
orchestrator APIs to construct it automatically.

2. Node and Link Attribute Information (underlay network):
Setting up node and link configurations identical to the
production network to establish a faithful underlay in-
frastructure.

3. Tunnel Path Configuration (overlay network): Mirroring
the production network’s tunnel paths.

4. Traffic Information Injection: Introducing traffic data
relevant to the specific period being emulated, typically
based on minute-level tunnel granularity;

5. Event Information Injection: Event information includes
network failure event fingerprints that can influence the
controller’s behavior. Another type of event informa-
tion involves network changes that need translation into
events understandable by the simulation environment,
such as changes in tunnel routing.

To ensure the safe update of the network, these processes have
a strong dependency relationship. Figure 8 shows a depen-
dency tree to guide for the network update. Depending on the
specific simulation task, the above steps can be sequentially
selected. For example, to verify link connectivity in the cur-
rent simulation environment, steps (1), (2), (3) and (5) would
suffice. To assess whether peak traffic would affect controller
scheduling, steps (1)-(4) are needed. Failure to adhere to the
correct order can result in an inaccurate and ineffective em-
ulation. One particularly tricky step is (3), which requires
additional processing to ensure accurate emulation of tunnels.

Tunnel mapping: As shown in Figure 9, in a production
network, multiple tunnels are often used for carrying traffic
between the same source and destination nodes to distribute
load and provide redundancy. For instance, traffic from node
A to C might be distributed across three tunnels (Tunnell~3)
with varying bandwidth allocations, say 100, 500, and 800
Gbps, respectively. In traditional emulation setups, a direct
mapping between the production and emulation tunnels isn’t
always established, leading to inconsistencies in traffic distri-
bution in the simulated environment. For example, traffic that
traverses Tunnell in production network might be randomly
assigned to any of emulation tunnels (e.g., Tunnel5, Tunnel6).
This randomness in traffic mapping can result in inaccurate
traffic scheduling and ineffective simulation outcomes.

To address this issue, a more sophisticated approach is
needed to establish a one-to-one mapping between produc-
tion and emulation tunnels. This involves a thorough analysis
of the Traffic Engineering (TE) database in the production net-
work. The process would typically start by identifying each
tunnel based on its source node and tunnel ID, then we can

T 11 Tunnel4
AN

\
\

Tunnel mapping

Production network Emulation network

Figure 9: One-to-one tunnel mapping between the production
network and emulation network.

get the tunnel’s source, destination, link paths, service level
(e.g., gold, silver, bronze) [14,37], and its sequential order
(sorted from lowest to highest). Similarly, in the emulation
environment, tunnels with matching <source, destination, link
paths, service level> criteria are identified and ordered. This
leads to the establishment of a mapping between tunnels in
both environments. For example, in Figure 9, the tunnell in
the production network is correctly mapped to tunnel4 in em-
ulation network based on the mapped source and destination
nodes and mapped link paths (i.e., A-D-C and E-H-G). This
mapping relationship should be established in advance, allow-
ing for a more accurate injection (or replay) of tunnel traffic
data and path variations into the emulation environment. This
approach allows MirrorNet to mirror the production environ-
ment’s tunnel structure and traffic distribution more precisely.

3.4 Scalable Emulation Networks

Our emulation network architecture mirrors that of the pro-
duction network. In the control plane, we replicate the traffic
engineering controller used in production. The data plane
primarily comprises virtual devices and links. To accurately
simulate the production network, we deploy VM-based virtual
devices provided by our vendors®. To save resources, we cre-
ate these VM and establish intra-server and inter-server links
as needed. We initially considered two popular open-source
platforms for managing VMs and links: OpenStack [5] and
GNS3 [1]. However, both platforms are slow in deploying
large network emulation environments (§ 5.5).

OpenStack [5], known for its scalable VM management,
emulates ports using TAP interfaces and links with Linux
bridges or VXLAN tunnels. Designed for emulating end hosts
with fewer ports and simpler connections, OpenStack proves
inefficient for simulating switches and routers with many ports
and complex connections. GNS3 [1], an open-source network
software emulation platform, shows promise in running small
network topologies. However, as network size increases, we
notice the time required to create an emulation network grows
approximately quadratically with the number of links and
nodes. Creating a Kdl topology (see Table 3), for instance,
takes about an hour.

Fast emulation deployment: We identify a major challenge

4A mixed setup of containers and VMs is also supported by GNS3.
When choosing between containers and VMs for network simulation, we
decide that containers have limited resource isolation, and it does not sup-
port incorporating virtual devices (e.g., Cisco routers, Juniper routers) from
vendors to emulate the real network, so we adopt a VM-based approach.

USENIX Association

23rd USENIX Symposium on Networked Systems Design and Implementation 181



Sequential Parallel
a{et>a g0}
Frecgpa L= G
Program rogram
File Network File

(a) Blocked execution (b) Non-blocked optimization
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when integrating vanilla GNS3 into MirrorNet to emulate
large network scales. That is, when creating the emulation
network, traditional platform adopts a blocked execution to
create and launch virtual devices and links. Specifically, as
shown in Figure 10(a), the traditional platform first creates
the nodes in the emulation network. Once a node is created, it
will launch the node, register the node information in the net-
work management system, and store the related information
in a project file. This process will be repeated until all nodes
and links are created and launched. The squential launch of
nodes causes the time to grow linearly with node number.
Meanwhile, the frequent disk read/write operations are intro-
duced by constant updates to a project file storing all network
information. Each node and link creation expanded the file
size, greatly increasing disk I/O pressure.

We address this performance decline by enabling Mirror-
Net to run in a non-blocking manner. As shown in Figure
10(b), to achieve a non-blocking operation, we firstly decou-
ple the node creation from the node launch. Rather than start-
ing nodes immediately upon creation, we will maintain a
thread pool to create nodes and links asynchronously. Once
a node/link is created, we will store the node and link infor-
mation in the cache. After the last one is created, we store the
information into the file. This would only require to read/write
disk once and greatly reduce I/O operations. Meanwhile, we
initiate all nodes simultaneously to reduce the launch time for
these nodes. The creation of nodes and links and store of in-
formation in parallel can greatly reduce the time of emulation
deployment even if the network is large-scale.

Concurrent emulation with traffic sharing: With more net-
work data introduced into the emulation network, the WAN
emulator can perform various tasks. This requires the rapid
establishment of multiple emulation networks for parallel sim-
ulation. With a single emulation environment, tasks have to
be executed serially. Assessing a link capacity’s tolerance
to link failures under current traffic volumes would involve
sequentially constructing and testing each failure scenario,
injecting the period-specific traffic demands into each emula-
tion. This serial approach is tedious and can take 21 hours for
a simple 64-failure scenario on only one link.

To enhance efficiency, instead of the traditional single-plane
emulation, we create multiple emulation planes and execute
tasks in parallel. However, duplicating emulation planes for
every task is resource-intensive and can result in incorrect
results, due to each emulation environment’s unique device
models, naming conventions, and link names. A mapping
established with one emulation platform cannot be replicated

Algorithm 1: Traffic Translator

1 Function TrafficTranslator (T, ProNet, EmuNet) :

2 T, 0

3 foreacht € T do

4 0 < mapping between ProNet and EmuNet of traffic ¢
5 t, < translate traffic  based on the mapping 0
6

7

8

9

end

T,.add(t.)

return {7,}
End Function

or transferred to others due to each emulation environment’s
unique characteristics and configurations ~. Therefore, the
tunnel traffic collected from the production can not directly
adapt to the emulation network. To address this, we introduced
an intermediate traffic translator to translate the traffic from
the production network to adapt to multiple emulation planes
simultaneously. Note that to reduce memory footprints, only
one copy of the global and full traffic record is stored in the
orchestrator. Each plane has a distinct tunnel mapping. For
specific emulation tasks running in the emulation planes, the
translator is responsible for extracting and translating the
related traffic data records. As shown in Algorithm 1, we first
initialize the traffic set in the emulation network to @ (lines
2). For each tunnel traffic t € T in the production network,
we find the tunnel mapping between the production network
and emulation networks based on Section 3.3, and then assign
the volume of traffic to 7, in the emulation network (line 3-5).
The traffic information is added to the set 7, (line 7). This
translator enables multiple emulation planes to share traffic
efficiently while concurrently emulating tasks.

4 Implementation

In this section, we elaborate some important implementation
details of MirrorNet. MirrorNet consists of two main parts,
an emulation network that faithfully mocks up the physical
network and an orchestrator that interacts with the produc-
tion network and emulation network. MirrorNet consists of
~10k lines of Python and Go code. The emulation network
implementation has been discussed in Section 3.4. Since our
production network consists of O(10) links and nodes, we use
multiple servers with 96 Core Processor and 512 GB memory
to run the multi-host GNS3 emulated network, each server
simulating ~ 20 devices.

The orchestrator is deployed in the cloud using a 2-core
4GB virtual machine (VM). It contains several APIs to inter-
act with our internal services, such as extracting inter-region
traffic demands from the data warehouse, network topology
information from redis, etc. For each emulation task, we uti-
lize GoCron [2], a job scheduling platform that enables us to
run Go functions. The platform provides on-demand task exe-

3For example, the node in the production network named SF-BR-Route-
B1 will have different names with SF-BR-Route-B1-Simu-01 and SF-BR-
Route-B1-Simu-02 in the two emulation networks, respectively.
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l Events Frequency | Examples [ Tradition [ MirrorNet
Software bugs Low TE algorithm issues, code block logic issues NA minutes
Configuration errors Low wrong TE policies, wrong route days minutes
Link failures High fiber cuts, link jitter NA/hours minutes
Traffic issues Low traffic burst Hours minutes
Device failures Low hardware component failures, power down NA/days minutes
Complex failures Low a mixture of traffic issues, software bugs, link failures, configuration bugs, human errors, etc. NA min~hours

Table 2: The time spent to correlate network events and traffic engineering behavior with/without MirrorNet. NA means the TE behaviors

can not be related to specific network events.

cution or periodic task execution at pre-determined intervals.
The on-demand task includes TE behavior localization and
network evolution validation, while the periodic task includes
capacity assessment and parameter training. The data such
as traffic demands, network events, etc., used for emulation
is stored as different topics with detailed timestamps in the
Apache Kafka [3]. The orchestrator reads from these topics
according to the timestamp to execute tasks.

5 Evaluation

MirrorNet has been running in TWAN ’s large-scale WAN
for two years. In this section, we investigate how the pro-
posed system enables associating controller TE behaviors
with network events in a timely manner, especially for these
previously untraceable behaviors (§ 5.1). We then use a typi-
cal scenario to show how the proposed system greatly reduces
the converge time of setting these controller parameters to
the optimality (§ 5.2). We demonstrate how MirrorNet helps
evaluate network tolerance to link failures (§ 5.3) and how
the digital twin network reduces the rate of failures during
network infrastructure evolution (§ 5.4). Finally, we present
the performance and scalability of MirrorNet (§ 5.5).

5.1 Localizing TE Behaviors

We firstly study whether each TE decision by the controller is
properly made and network traffic is accurately dispatched.
Some of TE decisions such as traffic shaping [18] are not
disruptive and planned by network operators. We focus on
more disruptive and unpredictable traffic engineering behav-
iors. Traditional systems only use static network topologies
(e.g., a snapshot of the network) to validate network configu-
rations and routes. They are not able to perform a thorough
root cause analysis due to their inability to replicate the exact
fault and traffic conditions. However, MirrorNet can recreate
the network’s state just prior to the failure and enables to cor-
relate the TE behaviors and network events, and thus identify
if the existing behavior is expected.

Table 2 depicts the time of correlating TE behaviors with
network events with/without MirrorNet. Firstly, we observe
that most of the TE behaviors are introduced by link failures.
Traditional approaches take experienced network operators
hours to correlate TE actions with a fiber cut event. However,
they are not able to correlate part of the TE actions caused by
the lost of part of the link capacity, i.e., link jitters. In contrast,
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Figure 11: The execution number comparisons with traditional

approaches and MirrorNet.

MirrorNet only takes minutes to correlate all the events related
to the links. Secondly, a small part of TE actions are caused
by complex failures such as combinations of link failures
and software bugs, link failures, and traffic issues. Traditional
systems are hard to replay these TE actions because they can
not replicate the exact fault and traffic conditions. However,
MirrorNet can put these events together to generate a network
state and then only takes minutes to replay the TE actions.
Thirdly, our proposed MirrorNet correlates TE actions with
network events with minutes except for these complex failures
taking hours, which is orders of magnitude faster than the
existing systems. With MirrorNet, we have fixed tens of issues,
significantly enhanced our network’s reliability.

5.2 Parameter Training

There are various traffic engineering (TE) algorithms to ad-
dress complex network environments [14] and O(10) TE
parameters are configured to adapt to network environment
changes. For example, each link is set up with a maximized
link utilization & to avoid the link being overloaded. Once the
link utilization exceeds a, TE is performed to dispatch net-
work traffic on the overloaded link to other links. However, ex-
isting TE parameter settings are configured based on network
operators’ experiences. As the network changes dynamically,
we argue existing parameter settings are not always optimal.
Therefore, network operators need to gradually adjust these
parameters to adapt to network dynamics. However, updating
these parameters directly on the production network is risky
since it may introduce unexpected network failures. Here, we
use two typical cases to show the superiority of our MirrorNet
to obtain the optimal TE parameters. Our MirrorNet can be
extended to train all parameters in the network.

Casel - Reducing unnecessary TE behaviors. Our mea-
surement in production shows that there are thousands of
TE executions to reschedule network traffic every day. These
reschedulings often need new updates to be programmed into
switches, which can lead to about 100 milliseconds of packet
loss. However, most of the actions are unnecessary due to
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Figure 13: The percentage of maximum capacity loss that can
guarantee zero flow loss.

unreasonable parameter settings (see case 2 in § 2.2).

Our goal is to reduce unnecessary TE executions by opti-
mizing parameter settings. Figure 11 shows daily TE actions
with MirrorNet and traditional approaches. The y-axis indi-
cates the number of TE actions; “offline” and “online” refer
to validation in the emulated and production networks, re-
spectively. Remarkably, 95% of TE actions are unnecessary
compared to optimal settings. Traditional methods iteratively
tune parameters directly in production, requiring six itera-
tions to converge, increasing risks and deployment delays. In
contrast, MirrorNet trains parameters offline with our high-
fidelity network emulation without impacting on production
traffic. Thus, optimal settings are reached with just one pro-
duction update, minimizing both risk and deployment time.
Case2 - Parameter fine-tuning among different planes.
As multi-plane architecture has been widely adopted in the
WAN [14], traditional approaches always configure each plane
with the same parameter settings. However, network charac-
teristics such as TE algorithms and traffic patterns are slightly
different among these planes, indicating that the optimal pa-
rameters in planel are not optimal in other planes. Taking
the TE execution number as an example shown in Figure 12,
planel is configured with the optimal parameter settings with
the minimal TE execution number. However, these parameter
settings are not optimal in other planes as the TE execution
number is always larger. In contrast, MirrorNet establishes
a faithful network emulation for each plane and then fine-
tunes parameters for each plane separately. MirrorNet can
find the optimal parameter settings for each plane although
their network characteristics are different.

5.3 Capacity Assessment

Our measurement results show that part of link capacity loss
will lead to persistent traffic loss, reducing network availabil-
ity (§ 2.2). This observation indicates our production network
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Figure 14: Percentage of unsupported link failure vs. demand
scales for traditional approach and MirrorNet.
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does not tolerate network failures (i.e., guaranteeing no flow
loss under one IP link failure), despite various traffic engi-
neering algorithms are deployed to address failures.

We then dig deeper to quantify how much link capacity can
be lost without causing flow loss. As shown in Figure 13, we
observe that traditional network capacity planning will result
in traffic loss for 25% of links whose link capacity is lost, and
for some links, even a small part of capacity loss (e.g., 30%)
will finally lead to the traffic loss. For these ordinary hours
without heavy network traffic, traditional network capacity
planning still does not guarantee zero flow loss under arbi-
trary one-link failure scenarios. This phenomenon strongly
indicates that the capacity of each link is not properly planned
in a balanced utilization behavior or does not adapt quickly
to changed traffic patterns. We then leverage MirrorNet to
obtain the optimal capacity settings for each link by changing
each link’s capacity based on its utilization and then validate
the new capacity settings. We keep the same total capacity
in the whole network for fair comparisons. We observe that
MirrorNet enables the network to reach the optimal by bal-
ancing link capacity that guarantees zero flow loss under one
link failure scenario.

We then study the traffic demand scaling that influences
the number of link failure scenarios. As shown in Figure 14,
an important observation is that link capacity settings by Mir-
rorNet can support the traffic demand scale up to 1.4x that
guarantees zero flow loss under arbitrary single link failure
in rush hours, while traditional link capacity settings only
support the scale up to 0.4 x. In ordinary hours, MirrorNet
can support the traffic demand scale up to 1.7x, while tradi-
tional settings only support the scale up to 0.9 x. MirrorNet
can support 3.5 x and 1.9 x in the rush and ordinary hours
respectively over traditional settings.

5.4 Network Evolution

Network evolution frequently happens to adapt to dynamic
traffic patterns. We then study how MirrorNet helps improve
the network evolution. We mainly focus on key factors that
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are closely related to traffic engineering, including network
plane (e.g., adding a link, removing a link, bundling to equal
cost paths into one path) and control plane (e.g., TE parame-
ters, new TE functionalities). Figure 15 shows the successful
rate of evolving the network. A new version of the network
will be gray-box testing before it is deployed in production.
We consider the version successful if it passes the gray-box
testing. We observe that traditional approaches based on net-
work operators’ experiences show an unsatisfying successful
rate of network infrastructure evolution. The main reason
is that the bugs ignored by network operators, however can
be discovered in the gray-box testing. However, we utilize
MirrorNet to evolve the network and achieves nearly 100%
successful network evolutions. This is attributed to our abil-
ity to validate new version fo the network in the emulation
network. Meanwhile, we can inject network failures that have
happened before to learn the robustness of new networks to
address these failures.

5.5 Performance & Scalability

Snapshot frequency. Network state is closely related to the
underlay network (i.e., node and link information) and overlay
network (i.e., tunnel information). The network state at a
replying time rely heavily on the network snapshot and the
events between the snapshot time and the replying time. We
firstly study the time interval between two consecutive events.
Here, the events refer to the changes in network topology and
tunnel path. As shown in Figure 17(a), 50% of events happen
within 100 seconds after the previous event, and even 10% of
events happen within 1 second. The phenomenon indicates
frequent events happening in the network.

We then study the time to reconstruct a specific network
state with different numbers of events in Figure 17(b). We
observe that the reconstruction time is about 0.7 seconds
if the event number is less than 100. Most of the time is

Figure 18: The time to construct node and link.

spent loading the snapshot of network topology and tunnel
paths. Another observation is that the reconstruction time
is approximately linear to the event number when the event
number is larger than 100. The reconstruction time is more
than 10 seconds when the event number is 10,000. This linear
relationship is attributable to the choice of serializing the
adding operations of each event to the network state to obtain
an accurate network state (see § 3.2).

We study the impact of network snapshots’ storage fre-
quency. Figure 16(a) shows the replay granularity with the
traditional approaches. Traditional approaches only rely on
snapshots to reconstruct the network state. We observe that
the replay granularity of the network state by traditional ap-
proaches relies on snapshot storage frequency. If the snapshot
is stored hourly, the replay granularity is one hour and the
network state within one hour cannot be reconstructed. In
contrast, MirrorNet utilizes a combination of snapshots and
events to reconstruct network state. The replay granularity is
1 second, regardless of snapshot stored frequency. To perform
an accurate replay of the network state with the traditional
network, an effective way is to increase the frequency of stor-
ing the snapshot. However, we observe that the data volume is
hundreds of TBs for a year if we store snapshot at every sec-
ond in Figure 16(b). Such a large amount of data volumes will
consume huge resources and is not cost-effective. So there
is a trade-off between cost-efficiency and replay granularity
with the traditional approach. However, MirrorNet can largely
reduce the data volumes without loss of replay granularity.

MirrorNet will bring a little overhead such as reconstruc-
tion time, as MirrorNet utilizes a combination of the snapshot
and event for reconstruction. Figure 16(c) shows the network
state reconstruction time consisting of loading the snapshot
(i.e., loading time) and adding the events (i.e., adding time).
We observe that the reconstruction time is close to the loading
time if the snapshot frequency is less than an hour. In produc-
tion, MirrorNet stores the snapshot hourly, indicating that it

USENIX Association

23rd USENIX Symposium on Networked Systems Design and Implementation

185



(nodes,links) OpenStack GNS3 MirrorNet
B4 (12, 38) 183s 24s Ss
IBM (23, 85) 436s 53s 11s
TWAN (0(10), O(50)) 484s 45s 12s
UsCarrier (158, 378) 4740s 320s 66s
Kdl (754, 1790) 69912s 2735s 315s

Table 3: The time to construct different network topologies

consumes acceptable network resources for storage and does
not bring much reconstruction overhead while maintaining
one-second replay granularity. Our approach can be further
extended to other production networks to guide network oper-
ators in configuring snapshot intervals for different networks
by identifying the trade-off between the reconstruction time
and network storage.

Creating emulation environment. We further study the time
to construct the network topology. Here, we use two base-
lines for comparison: (1) OpenStack. an open standard cloud
computing platform to provide virtual servers. (2) GNS3. An
open-source network simulator to provide network compo-
nents to design and configure virtual networks. MirrorNet
extends open-sourced GNS3 and improves the node and link
creation process to reduce the time to construct the topology.
Figure 18(a) shows the time of different numbers of node con-
struction. We observe that for OpenStack, it takes more than
100 seconds to construct 10 nodes in the emulated environ-
ment. As the number of ports in a switch is much more than
that in the server, the majority of time spent by OpenStack is
to create virtual ports. MirrorNet performs better than GNS3
because we create nodes and links asynchronously and only
update the project file after the final node and link are in place
to reduce the time. We only reuqire 150 seconds to construct
500 nodes, which is under 25% of the time when compared
to GNS3. The performance gains are larger if the number of
nodes is larger. The trend is similar to the link construction in
Figure 18(b).

We further study our proposed MirrorNet on constructing
different WAN topologies. We consider five representative
WAN topologies with different sizes and their numbers of
nodes and edges and the time to construct network topol-
ogy are summarized in Table 3. We observe that OpenStack
spends most time constructing the network topology. It takes
183 seconds to construct the B4 topology. GNS3 requires 24
seconds to construct network topology. In contrast, Mirror-
Net only spends 5 seconds, which is 36.6x and 4.8 x faster
than Openstak and GNS3 respectively. For the large topol-
ogy such as Kdl, MirrorNet only takes about five minutes to
construct that topology which is 221.9x and 8.7 x faster than
Openstack and GNS3 respectively, showing the superiority of
MirrorNet to construct larger network topology.

6 Operational Experience

We have learned important operational lessons throughout
years of running MirrorNet in production.

In TE emulation, fidelity comes from replaying traffic
patterns in the TE algorithm for decision-making, not re-
producing the raw network traffic in the testbed. In our
process of running MirrorNet, we empirically discovered a
fundamental constraint in the simulation environment: the
inability of VM-based vendor devices to handle traffic at
scales comparable to production networks. To be more spe-
cific, the measurement of backbone traffic demands in each
tunnel ranges from tens of Kbps to hundreds of Gbps, far
exceeding the capacity supported by emulation network (e.g.,
Mbps). Therefore, we only configure both links and nodes
in the emulation network to maintain the network topology
and utilize the traffic value from the database collected from
the production network to perform the TE decisions. This
simplified emulation does not compromise the fidelity of Mir-
rorNet as our focus lies in replicating the TE behaviors of the
production grade software-defined WAN. Impacts on network
states by the network behaviors like microbursts and queuing
delays are recorded and can be reconstructed through events,
which preserves the fidelity of MirrorNet.

TE emulation duration can be shortened by speeding up
traffic replay, but the maximum safe speedup is limited by
TE computation and reconfiguration delays between con-
secutive events The running time of the emulation network
is the same as the time interval we require in the production
network. For example, if we want to replay the behaviors of
the TE controller from 12:00 to 18:00, we need to run the em-
ulation network for 6 hours, inputting traffic demands every
5 minutes (i.e., a TE period [10]). The emulation will take
a long time to emulate a large time interval. We accelerate
the emulation process by speeding up the inputting rates of
traffic demands. For example, we input the traffic demands
collected every 5 minutes from the production network every
30 seconds in the emulation network. In this way, the emula-
tion speedup ratio is 10. Note that the speed-up ratio is not
infinite, which varies according to factors such as TE compu-
tation time, path reconfiguration time in the router, and time
interval between two successive events. For example, for two
consecutive events, the speedup ratio can be maximized to the
consecutive events’ time interval / time of TE computation +
path reconfiguration. Otherwise, if TE computation and path
reconfiguration are not completed once the previous event
occurs, the subsequent event will cause the controller to fail
to respond in time and lead to the replay error.

Root-cause diagnosis with serial testing is too slow to meet
operational demands, necessitating the need for parallel
emulation. Network failures often trigger traffic reschedule
in the TE control system, but identifying the root causes of
these events is challenging due to the vast issue space. To ac-
celerate diagnosis, we establish multiple emulation networks
in parallel, each dedicated to a specific failure point. For ex-
ample, in case 1 of § 2.2, unexpected TE behavior could stem
from routing errors, configuration bugs, software faults, or
TE algorithm issues. We apply the control variable method
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to check each potential failure point. Traditionally, building
one emulation network and testing failure points sequentially
is time-consuming. Instead, we create multiple emulation
networks concurrently and enable traffic-sharing (§ 3.4) for
parallel emulation, significantly reducing the time to localize
failures. To further streamline deployment, we developed a
script using GNS3 APIs that can batch-generate emulation
networks. Operators only need to provide a file specifying
information of nodes and links; the script automatically con-
structs the corresponding emulation environments.
Emulation scopes and limitations: While MirrorNet faith-
fully emulates WAN devices using vendor-provided GNS3
virtual devices, their black-box nature imposes limitations on
emulating internal failures like OS or ASIC bugs which does
not trigger new TE actions °. However, any hardware failures
that result in TE actions will be captured by MirrorNet, which
will be identified in backward analysis.

7 Related Work

Traffic engineering. Centralized traffic engineering has been
studied intensively in WANSs to allocate traffic between data
centers [6,10,24,25,29,32,39,44,47,51]. These works for-
mulate the problem of allocating traffic as an optimization
problem and globally optimize flow allocations for desirable
network performance. Recent work [14] further evolves TE
algorithms to adapt to network scenarios. As these works
focused on TE algorithms, MirrorNet is orthogonal to them.
MirrorNet focuses on localizing traffic engineering actions
with network events (e.g., software bugs, link failures, com-
plex failures) so that we can study whether each TE decision
is properly made and network traffic is accurately dispatched.
Network validation. Network verification systems [9, 12,23,
41,48] simulate the routing protocols to compute forwarding
tables and answer reachability questions. A recent work [31]
further verifies the traffic load properties. However, they could
not verify software bugs, vendor protocol implementation dif-
ferences, etc. Network simulators [7, 16,46] simplify compo-
nents such as network devices and controllers, and calculate
their status as network events occur. However, they assume
ideal behaviors and present a very different workflow from the
operations of production networks. Network emulation sys-
tems such as CrystalNet [33], Kollaps [21] and Crescent [17]
are closer to our work. CrystalNet [33] uses vendor’s software
switches loaded with production configurations to mock up
physical networks. Since itis tailored for data center networks
and only captures a snapshot of the network, it falls short in
emulating the network state changes (e.g., traffic changes).
This partial view can lead to potential discrepancies between
simulated outcomes and actual network behavior, resulting in
unforeseen issues after deployment. Crescent [17] is a WAN
emulator that aims at evaluating networks under arbitrary

6With a small number (i.e., O(10)) of routers, there are almost no ASIC
chip bugs in production WAN.

changes. Kollaps [21] is a distributed network topology sim-
ulator. They do not consider network dynamics introduced
by TE or real traffic data. Sibyl [11] proposes a black box
testing framework for fat-tree topologies, targeting routing
protocol implementations under various failure and recovery
scenarios, typically in DCN scenarios. In contrast, MirrorNet
is a mirror of the production network, which not only sup-
ports validating network configurations but also accurately
captures network state changes during the emulation. Mir-
rorNet integrates GNS3 [1] to emulate the underlay network.
Several other network device emulators use container-based
approaches, offering faster boot-up times and lower resource
consumption. However, we chose GNS3 over alternatives be-
cause it provides full OS emulation through virtual machines
(VMs), ensuring high fidelity and broad compatibility with
various network devices. Mininet [4] uses threads to virtualize
network devices, but does not emulate the full network OS
and packet processing behavior. Kathara [42] relies on Docker
containers that provide less OS isolation compared to VMs.
Sharing the underlying kernel could have unexpected impacts
on the emulation fidelity or performance, so we eventually
opted for GNS3 for managing VMs.

WAN failures. There are a lot of works focusing on real-
world measurements to understand WAN failures. Some
works [19,20,36,40,43] focus on optical layer failures, while
others focus on IP layer failures [8,13,15,28,30,33,35,38,49].
Our failure analysis confirms the observation in previous pa-
pers that a good proportion of failures are human-related
configuration bugs [22,33,35]. Furthermore, MirrorNet ob-
serves some of failures such as control plane software bugs
that closely related to traffic engineering.

8 Conclusion

This paper presents our experience in designing MirrorNet,
a framework that fully emulates our production WAN. Mir-
rorNet has become an indispensable tool in our WAN oper-
ations, aiding in troubleshooting, parameter tuning, testing,
and capacity assessment, and significantly contributing to the
network’s reliability and efficiency. We describe our end-to-
end design that manages the trade-offs between fine-grained,
high-fidelity emulation, scalability, and resource efficiency.
We hope to bring a fresh angle to WAN management research,
paving the way for future innovations in the field.
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