ALAC UPDATES: JAN - MAR 2024
Policy Development Activities 
Statements Approved by The ALAC


Timing and Potential Deferral of ATRT4 and Upcoming Engagement with the ICANN community

ALAC / At-Large wishes to take this opportunity to note some concerns regarding the timing of Continuous Improvement Program(s) (CIP) and the development of an ICANN-wide CIP Framework specifically raised the following points: 
○ The Framework development of the CIP started in January 2024 and will end in March 2025. ○ The first CIP assessment period will start in April 2025 and last for 3 years, followed by another 3 years for the second CIP assessment period. 
○ Each year of each CIP assessment period will involve 2 or 3 groups from the ICANN community in an in-depth work. 
○ As each group needs to develop the CIP framework to have back-and-forth CIP taken care of, an earlier start of the CIP assessment period will be useful. 
○ The suggestion is to start in July (aligned with the ICANN FY25) with no change to the CIP Framework development schedule. If we do so, we will regain 9 months. 
○ At-Large (the ALAC and the 5 RALOs) are ready and prepared to be part of the bodies involved in the first year with an in-depth CIP Assessment. 


 Proposed Top-Level Domain String for Private Use ALAC Support for .INTERNAL for Private Use 

ALAC strongly supports reserving the domain name .internal for private use. Besides fulfilling all four criteria suggested for private-use domains by Sec 4.1 of SAC113, it is also one of the highest private-use top-level domains in use currently. 

This recommendation is predicated on the need for standardized, non-public domain names that mitigate the risk of collision with future ICANN-delegated namespaces, thereby ensuring the integrity and isolation of internal network resources. 

Networks, from large corporate entities to small enterprises and personal home setups, require a segregated domain space for hosting internal resources not intended for external internet access. The current practice of employing arbitrary strings for such purposes has the potential for namespace conflicts should ICANN allocate identical strings in future delegations, compromising the private nature of these domains.The existing RFC 2606 (“Reserved Top Level DNS Names”), which reserves a quartet of namespaces for specific scenarios, conspicuously lacks a domain dedicated to private use. Further, a proposal made through a draft RFC [1] for designating unused two-letter codes as private-use domains expired, as it failed to garner community support. 

Historically, the .local TLD had emerged as a de facto standard for private network use, propelled by its adoption among industry giants like Microsoft. However, the advent of Multicast DNS standards (RFC 6762) necessitated the reservation[2] of .local for specific multicast DNS functions, thereby vacating its informal role as a private-use domain. 

RFC 6762's Appendix G, while advising against the use of unregistered TLDs, acknowledges the pragmatic use of specific domains within private networks to circumvent the issues associated with .local. This acknowledgment, however, does not translate into a formal 
endorsement or reservation of these namespaces for private use. The utilization of .internal by established corporations such as Google[3] and Amazon[4] underscores the domain's viability and industry acceptance as a private-use TLD, reinforcing the case for its formal reservation by ICANN. In light of these considerations, ALAC fully supports the reservation of .internal as a dedicated domain for private networks. ALAC notes that the adoption of this policy by individual network administrators is voluntary, and is left to their convenience. Once the policy is adopted, ALAC also recognizes its own role in disseminating it to different communities.


The At-Large Advisory Committee (ALAC) appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on the Proposed Top-Level Domain for Private Use, which is a matter of  significant interest to end-users as well as others who design and use computer networks.

Comment on the Proposed Language for Draft Sections of the Next Round Applicant Guidebook 

 The At-Large Advisory Committee (ALAC) appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on the Proposed Language for Draft Sections of the Next Round Applicant Guidebook, which is a matter of significant interest to end-users.

Although the ALAC agrees that the Predictability Framework is consistent with the relevant SubPro recommendations, there are two areas where it needs to be enhanced.
 
1. Clarity related to Policy Changes 
Section 3 of the Predictability Framework, bullet three includes the text “If a policy change is necessary the Board, ICANN org, GNSO Council and the SPIRT will collaborate to identify an appropriate solution to secure the continuation of the program as well as an appropriate process to implement it.”

2.Non-Policy Change Resolution
 In the case of a non-minor operational change, the Change Execution Flowchart includes a box with the text “The SPIRT and ICANN org to agree on a solution*”, followed by text which effectively says that if they do not agree within 30 days, then ICANN org may develop a “temporary solution” while they continue to collaborate to find an agreed permanent solution. Out of an abundance of caution, we suggest that additional text be included to indicate that should the inability of the SPIRT and ICANN org to agree on a permanent solution continue for another 30 days after the implementation of the “temporary solution”, then ICANN org’s independent action should continue but the impasse towards a permanent solution must be escalated to the GNSO Council. There is also no explanation for the asterisk.


Please include in section 1.1.1.7 Affirmation, that all Vendors shall certify in writing that they have not only read and understand the Code of Conduct and Conflict of Interest Guidelines but also agree to comply with the Guidelines. This is to establish consistency with Conflicts of Interest Process for Vendors and Subcontractors item 9 on page 2 which refers to ‘Vendors being required to contractually comply with and document acknowledgement that they understand ICANN’s Conflict of Interest policies and guidelines established in Section [ ] of the AGB.’ We see both parts as complementary, and aimed at fulfilling SubPro Recommendation 8.1

Please include a reference to “prohibitions” as another element that could result in an unsuccessful string application. By “prohibitions” we mean restrictions applicable to Reserved and Blocked Names (including Geographic Names) and other such restrictions which may not be viewed as “requirements”.
 In particular, we suggest the following amendment: “Applications are subject to an evaluation and objection process [hyperlink] as described in the AGB and will be unsuccessful should an applied-for string be found to violate applicable laws or other rights and requirements or prohibitions specified in the AGB.

Please refer to Geographic Names (Work Track 5 Final Report) on page 4, under item 4 to do with “UNESCO region” and “Geographic Regions” and its Annex at page 9; as well as page 10 of the Work Track 5 Final Report to the New gTLD SubPro PDP WG. 
Our comments are: 
1) The Work Track 5 Final Report recommendation on the above does not include the words “in the six UN languages” as was included in the draft AGB text at the end of the first paragraph of item 4. While the draft AGB text does go on to mention in the second paragraph “will be limited to the six UN languages specified on that list” which is technically correct per https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/ (footnote 5), we believe that the six UN languages are set by the UN, and not ICANN. Hence, we propose that the words “in the six UN languages” be deleted from the said first paragraph; AND that the text “will be limited to the six UN languages specified on that list” in said second paragraph be changed to “will be limited to the languages specified on that list”; 
2) If ICANN org is going to specifically rely on https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/ as at Sep 2023, then we suggest a capture of that webpage be published by ICANN org for applicants’ benefit. Otherwise, the reference to “Sep 2023” may become meaningless. This goes back to earlier input by our representatives on the IRT regarding the need to ensure that any external information referred to by ICANN in the AGB has to consider the currency, and hence validity, of that information; 
3) Please include a hyperlink (or bookmark thereto) to link “DNS Label 
Conversion Rules” in the said second paragraph to the source of that information; and 
4) Most importantly, the first line of the third paragraph of the draft AGB text, should read as “In the case of an application for a string appearing on either of the lists in this item 4, documentation of..” instead of “In the case of an application for a string appearing on the list above, documentation of…”. This is to correctly reflect the narrow amendment intended in the Work Track 5’s recommendation 3 at page 10 of the Work Track 5 Final Report to the New gTLD SubPro PDP WG.
 Please refer to Geographic Names (Work Track 5 Final Report) on page 5; wherein our comments are: 
5) In paragraph 2, please be consistent when mentioning “government support” to also include “or non-objection”; and
 6) Paragraph 3 first line should perhaps read as, “For each application, the Geographic Names Panel will determine which governments and/or public authorities are relevant …..”
 Please refer to Geographic Names (Work Track 5 Final Report) on pages 6 and 7 wherein our comment for references to “government” to consistently include “(and/or) public authority” are relevant to the: 
7) The fourth and last paragraphs on page 6; and 
8) The fourth and last paragraphs on page 7.

Comment on the Phase 1 Final Report of the EPDP on Internationalized Domain Names

The ALAC and the ICANN At-Large Community appreciate the opportunity to address our comments on the Phase 1 Final Report of the EPDP on Internationalized Domain Names (IDNs-EPDP) with the ICANN Board. We hope that they will be taken into account in the Board’s consideration of the IDNs-EPDP’s final recommendations.
 Mitigating risk of end-user confusion and harm 

The ALAC commends to the ICANN Board the revisions made by the IDNs-EPDP Working Group (“the WG”) to one of its preliminary recommendations and corresponding implementation guidance in response to public comments received for the Phase 1 Initial Report. We strongly support the step taken by the WG to apply the Conservatism principle1 to moderate an applicant's ability to seek one or more allocatable variant labels to their respective applied-for string or existing TLD (such ability as encapsulated across Final Recommendations 3.3, 3.4, 3.10, 3.11, 3.12, 3.13, 3.14, 3.15 and 3.25). 

The WG’s strengthening of Final Recommendation 3.5 and Implementation Guidance 3.6 help to ensure that gTLD variant labels are introduced and managed in a safe and secure manner. Read together with Final Recommendation 3.7, Implementation Guidance 3.8, and Implementation Guidance 3.9, the Final Recommendation 3.5 and Implementation Guidance 3.6 provide useful guidance for efforts to mitigate the potential risks associated with variant management both before and after a string is delegated. The WG should be congratulated for taking into account the individual end user perspective in balancing the potential risk of user confusion and potential for harm through exploitation of such user confusion, against the utility of a language's unconditional need for, and use of variant TLDs to facilitate a better end-user experience. 
Strings in scripts not yet integrated into the RZ-LGR 
In regards to a potential contradiction between the IDNs-EPDP Final Recommendation 3.22 and the Subsequent Procedure PDP Final Report Implementation Guidance 25.3 in respect of scripts not (or not yet) integrated into the Root Zone Label Generation 

Rules (RZ-LGR), the ALAC is of the view that the IDNs-EPDP Recommendation 3.22 (which in effect discourages applications for strings in scripts not yet integrated into the RZ-LGR) would be the more sensible way to proceed. It would not be prudent for ICANN to accept, and be obliged to process through Initial Evaluation, such applications (which SubPro PDP IG 25.3 suggested be allowed) if they have little to no chance of passing Initial Evaluation due to non-conformance to the RZ-LGR (since such scripts are not supported by the RZ-LGR). Not having to process such strings alleviates the demand for valuable evaluation resources.

 Further, the proposed String Similarity Review process requires that all applied-for strings be subject to a visual similarity test as part of the application evaluation process. The complexity of the test will also increase, possibly dramatically, with the proposed introduction of variant labels at the top-level. By limiting applied-for strings required to be compared to just valid top-level domain labels (i.e. those which conform to the RZ-LGR) (on the one side) against many others (on the other side, such as Reserved Names, existing TLDs, other applied-for strings, and their respective applicable variant labels), valuable evaluation resources can be preserved and put to more productive use. 

By way of recourse, potential applicants for strings in scripts not yet supported by the RZ-LGR should instead promptly engage with ICANN org to facilitate the relevant not-yet supported scripts to be integrated into the RZ-LGR, so as to not undermine the utility and status of the RZ-LGR as an important resource to determine the validity of top-level domain labels. 


Draft NCAP Study 2 Report and Responses to Questions Regarding Name Collision

ALAC Support of NCAP Study 2 Findings and Recommendations The ALAC supports the recommendations and findings provided in the Name Collision Analysis Project (NCAP) Discussion Group’s study 2 report and the detailed responses to the Board’s questions regarding name collisions. The ALAC agrees that NCAP study 3 should not proceed at this time. Furthermore, the ALAC agrees with the overarching assertion that name collision is a risk management issue and supports the NCAP DG’s call for an independent and neutral Technical Review Team. Additionally, the ALAC agrees that the best available data should be available to the Technical Review Team when strings are being assessed. 

The ALAC notes that though the completion of NCAP Study 2 should no longer be an impediment to the opening of the Next Round Program, there are significant recommendations stemming from this study, such as the establishment of a Technical Review Team and the development and documentation of an emergency change process, that, if adopted by the ICANN Board, must be implemented expeditiously as to not delay the next round of new gTLDs.



Draft PTI FY25 Operating Plan and Budget
 
The At-Large Advisory Committee (ALAC) and the ICANN At-Large Community appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Draft PTI FY25 Operating Plan and Budget. We would like to acknowledge the tremendous effort that ICANN org, in particular the ICANN org Planning Team, devotes to developing this financial and operational plan for the ICANN Community to review and on which to provide input. 

We recognize the importance of community participation in ICANN org’s annual planning process as a foundation for ICANN’s public accountability and as a best practice in organizational transparency. In continuing our long-standing involvement and engagement in these matters, we are pleased to provide the following input for consideration by ICANN org. 

Comments on the PTI FY25 Operating Plan and Budget 

Firstly, we appreciate the improvement year to year in the detailing of the Public Technical Identifiers (PTI) Planning, the Operating Plan and the Budget, especially in the Operating Plan area. We found the text very readable, even for people not entirely familiar with all the duties of the PTI. 

Secondly, our comments relate specifically to two assumptions stated in the Draft PTI 
FY25 Operating Plan and Budget.

 A key assumption in developing the PTI FY25 Operating Plan and Budget and corresponding IANA FY25 Operating Plan and Budget, is that funding for the IANA functions and the activities laid out in the PTI FY25 Operating Plan and Budget are prioritized by ICANN. PTI is expected to exercise careful cost controls in its operations. 

We fully support this assumption from PTI in its Financials given that running IANA is the core function of ICANN. 

Personnel costs are the highest expense in the PTI FY25 Budget, so carefully planning for resources is critical. For FY25, additional headcount may be required; but is not included in this budget in order to align with ICANN’s common process for approving and budgeting for new positions. 
ICANN plans for a certain amount of headcount turnover and growth each year, but costs for new positions are not allocated nor budgeted to PTI until they are hired. 

This process allows ICANN to strategically evaluate each new hire, controlling headcount growth and ensuring proper allocation of resources. Should PTI require additional headcount in FY25, resources will be prioritized by ICANN using this budgeting and approval process.
 
We believe that it would be more prudent to provide in the PTI FY25 Budget a forecast for this additional headcount, in order to have budgeted funds earmarked for this potential expense. 
We think that this approach offers better planning of resources which may be needed, especially given the critical function that PTI carries. 

We are, however, pleased to see an increase in personnel and a decrease in Professional Services, as this aligns with the accepted practice of having core functions performed by their ICANN-PTI staff, and not third-party contractors. 


Draft Final Report of the 2023 Africa Domain Name Industry Study

AFRALO and the At-Large Advisory Committee (ALAC) appreciate the opportunity to provide feedback on the “Draft Final Report of the 2023 Africa Domain Name Industry Study” and would like to thank ICANN for commissioning the study. We also extend our appreciation to the company and team responsible for conducting the research, acknowledging their comprehensive exploration and the resulting conclusions and recommendations. 

The study provides analysis of various factors influencing the domain name industry in the region, encompassing factors such as infrastructure, governance, security measures and policy and regulatory frameworks. Moreover, it sheds light on the domain name market economics, exploring factors like supply and demand, costs and benefits and incentives which can explain many of the decisions that registrants make. 

Upon reviewing the report we highlight the following points:

 I. Section 5: The key features of the African DNS Market 

Current figures : 

The African continent has 54 country code ccTLDs and six IDNs. As of November 2023, there are over 4.3 million domains under African ccTLDs and 1.4 million in gTLDs. High internet costs, limited infrastructure, and mobile-centric access hinder domain demand. Registrations are concentrated in countries with developed web sectors. Africa has 51 ccTLD Registries and 13 ICANN accredited registrars. The top 10 ccTLDs hold 92% of domains. The annual DNS industry is valued at around USD $1.5 billion. Local providers have growth opportunities, with an average annual growth projection of 12%. Most registrants prefer dealing with local registrars.

5.1.3 The influence of politics on telecommunications and the Internet 

The study’s internal analysis proposes a compelling association between Internet freedom and the volume of registered domain names. However, despite our inclination to support this assertion, upon examining a more extensive dataset derived from Freedom House’s 2023 “Freedom on the net” rankings, not limited to the African region, we find that this conclusion doesn’t hold true. Notably, top level domains such as .ru, .cn, and .br, rank among the top 10 ccTLDs in terms of reported domain names, contradicting the study’s deduction. Two of the ccTLDs are categorized by the Freedom House report as “not free,” while the third is labeled as “partly free.” The team’s deduction and visual aids rely only on the Freedom House’s 2023 report. Therefore, we are unable to discern a consistent correlation between Internet freedom and the quantity of registered domain names, as suggested in the report. Furthermore, we could put forth suggestions explaining why the number of registered domain names may not be correlated with Internet Freedom. However, it is important to note that delving into this topic would be beyond the scope of this public comment.

 5.9 The user experience 

Figures 5-12, representing the “3R” model, does not depict any registrars, it only shows the registrant, reseller, and the registry just as the 2R model. 

5.9.8 Barriers to growth in the DNS industry 

The distribution of the main responses provided by the report suggests that price emerges as the most significant barrier to buying domain names, surpassing challenges like low Internet penetration and convenient payment mechanisms. While the report implies that reducing DNS prices could boost domain name registrations. Our interpretation of the data suggests that a reduction in prices may result in increased registrations only if it is part of a broader strategy that includes infrastructure development, easier payment methods, awareness campaigns and supportive regulatory frameworks. It is crucial to recognize that the connection between domain name prices, income and inflation rates significantly influences domain registrations, presenting correlations with various other factors such as education, gender, age and other elements. 

II. Section 6: Analysis of Domain Name uptake across the continent 

The study group developed a Country Success Index (CDSI) based on Number of domains registered under the ccTLD. 
· Number of gTLD domains identified as having an African Registrant. Number of web pages indexed by Google.
· Price of registration (Lower is better) Comment: has to be linked to other factors mainly
   population income and inflation 
·  Number of Registrars. 
·  Number of locally hosted websites. 
·  Figure of Merit (FoM) derived from the presence of one or more functioning IXPs. 
·  Internet usage as a percentage of the population. 

While we overall agree with the presented success index we observe that the pricing should be correlated with additional economic variables such as currency devaluation, inflation rates and income. 

III. Section 7: Summary of Best Practice Recommendations for Registries Although we generally endorse the presented best practices we refrain from endorsing a specific price range. As previously mentioned on a local scale the price of a domain name is linked to various economic factors encompassing inflation rates, exchange rates and economic levels. 

In conclusion, we express our support for the creation of the DNS Observatory and promote more IXP in Africa. The Observatory has the potential of being a valuable tool to gauge the expansion of the domain name industry in the region and recognize its evolving trends. 
The ALAC and AFRALO note our appreciation for the opportunity to comment and we are
hopeful that our input will be taken into account.









