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NON-PROFITS URGE DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE:  SELECT INTERNET ADDRESS MANAGER THROUGH OPEN COMPETITION

An unusually broad coalition of non-profits today called upon the Department of Commerce (DoC) to open to competition the process for selecting who will control the process of how Internet addresses are designed and assigned.  Groups as diverse as the libertarian Competitive Enterprise Institute, the more progressive Consumers Union, and free speech advocates such as the American Civil Liberties Union and the Electronic Frontier Foundation, urged the Commerce Department to “re-compete” the three agreements under which the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) manages the domain name system (DNS) – the system that matches domain names with the actual numerical addresses computers recognize.  DoC’s agreements with ICANN will expire at the end of September.

The letter requests that rather than simply renewing the agreements or negotiating solely with ICANN, the DoC should solicit proposals from all qualified parties.

“Requiring ICANN to compete with others for the management of the domain name system will best serve the American people and the Internet community of the world,” said Harold Feld, Associate Director of the Media Access Project.  “ICANN has been terribly unresponsive to the Internet community.  That will change if they know they can be replaced.” Feld represents North American non-profits on ICANN’s “NamesCouncil,” a body that helps ICANN formulate policy.

In1998, the DoC announced it would turn over the addressing system of the Internet to a private, not-for-profit organization that committed to managing the DNS in an open and transparent manner.  After an open competition period, the DoC selected ICANN to manage the DNS.  

ICANN’s control over the DNS gives it the ability to regulate the Internet.  For example, ICANN has imposed a “Uniform Dispute Resolution Process”on those who register domain names.  Under this system, a company that holds a trademark can take a domain name away from anyone if it proves to a panel of ICANN-approved arbitrators that the name holder registered the name “in bad faith.”  Several studies have accused the ICANN-approved arbitrators of favoring large corporations over individuals or small businesses.

ICANN has faced fierce criticism from powerful members of Congress and from segments of the Internet community for its lack of accountability and its increasingly closed and autocratic nature. So great has been dissatisfaction with ICANN that ICANN President Stuart Lynn has himself declared ICANN a “failure” and, at an ICANN Board meeting in March, the ICANN Board voted to launch a process of internal reform.

“We hope the reform process will prove successful, and that ICANN will address its many problems with public accountability and responsiveness to the Internet community,” said Feld.  “If ICANN can’t solve these problems, however, Commerce will need a ‘Plan B.’  This is too important for Commerce to accept a second-best solution.”

Contact: Harold Feld, Associate Director, Media Access Project, (202) 454-5684, 
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