

NARALO Response to ICANN Travel Policy Change

The North American Regional At Large Organization would like to provide our comments to the recent change to ICANN’s Travel Policy, namely, the Board Resolution in Paris that states:

Resolved (2008.06.26.17), with the maturation of At-Large and the proposal for the At-Large Summit’s objectives set out, the Board expects the ALAC to look to more self-funding for At-Large travel in the fiscal year 2010 plan, consistent with the travel policies of other constituencies.

Our responses to this are as follows:

1. Self-funding

At-Large is completely comprised of volunteers.  As such, these volunteers have barely enough time to keep up with the masses of e-mails coming from the lists and to give input into policy issues.  If they also have to self-fund, they will be unable to participate.

Many, if not most, of the ALS organizations are not for profits.  These entities do not typically have access to budgets that allow for travel support for their members.  Any fund raising they may do is targeted towards their own sustainability.  The necessity of fund raising often detracts from their operational concerns and thus any additional efforts in this regard would be an unwelcome distraction that would likely result in disengagement from the ICANN process.
The members of the organizations that have responded to the request to become At Large Structures feel strongly enough about the operation of the global Internet that they are willing to spend their time and effort in support of the cause.  To do this they need enough financial support to allow for meaningful interaction.

We feel very strongly that sufficient support for face to face meetings is absolutely essential at this time.  As video conferencing technology matures, it may be possible to arrange alternatives to travel, but we aren’t there yet.  ICANN should, however, be prepared to explore these options.

2. Summit

We cannot understand why ALAC’s travel is being cut back in a resolution that also contains reference to the Summit.  These two items are not connected. While we appreciate that the travel expenses related to the Summit are significant, it must be stressed that this event is not designed to replace any of the regular function of ALAC. If anything, the Summit will provide additional policy initiatives on which ALAC will need to act.

3. “Maturation of At-Large”

We share the Board's appreciation of the reality that At-Large now has all of its RALOs in place. However, it is a substantial leap from this to assert that the At-Large infrastructure has “matured”:.

· The EURALO only met for the first time in Paris, 2008.

· The last RALO's MOU was signed and accepted less than a year ago.

· The Independent Review of the At-Large Advisory Committee prepared by Westlake Consulting Limited and released this month (the “At-Large Review”) has “recommended that the current structures, which have taken several years to build, should now be given a chance to demonstrate their value.”  This does not refer to a mature At-Large but, rather, one that is just getting going (as is mentioned in other places in the review).  It is our view that without adequate travel support, it will prove to be impossible for ALAC to “demonstrate their value”.

4. Appropriate Levels of Travel Support

Should travel support to At-Large be reduced or increased:

· The Draft Travel Support Procedure (May 22, 2008) reads, in its first line, “ICANN has more resources than in the past, and it is natural at the time to reconsider ICANN’s approach to providing constituent travel support.”  (bolding ours)  We now question why the travel support is being cut; and cut drastically. While we have no objection to the increase in allotments for other constituencies, such changes must not be done at the expense of crippling At-Large's ability to perform its mandate.

· Recommendation 19 of the At-Large Review reads, “ICANN should make staff responsible for fieldwork and increase the size of the At-Large support staff as required, as well as increasing the budget for travel and events, perhaps to a level similar to the Global Partnerships team.

· Further in the At-Large Review (page 78) is the following:

The ALAC statement argued that the appropriate level of travel and expense support should be defined once the following issues have been addressed:  remote participation options and the future structure and location of ICANN meetings.  The statement goes on to propose that the same rules should apply to all those that receive support and that the following members should be included:

1. For international meetings, all members of Bylaw-recognized bodies;

2. For regional meetings, all members of Bylaws-recognized bodies from that region;

3. A representative number of members of communities who are local, active in ICANN, and who would otherwise likely be unable to attend the meeting.

The WCL Review Team endorses the ALAC statement. (bolding ours)

One of the key requirements for ICANN to fulfill its mandate under the JPA is “ICANN will be sufficiently accountable to its multi-stakeholder community and will preserve the principles of bottom-up development of policies by those parties affected, and will maintain the structures, practices and bylaws of the ICANN model that have been developed by the community – including their regular review.”  We are uncertain how reducing funding to At Large will in any way “preserve the principles of bottom-up development of policies.”

The wording of the resolution implies that only half of ALAC will be going to meetings; no chairs or secretariats will be attending; and there will be no regional meetings for ALSs.  This does not nurture a bottom-up process – it destroys it.

5. The Unique Character of At-Large

We have heard expressed the need for more equity between constituencies, that if travel funding is extended to At-Large it should also be extended to others. While we have no objection to providing travel funding to other components of ICANN, we question the long-term vision of depleting resources from At-Large to compensate in a misguided aim for “equity” between constituencies.

Such a goal is mistaken. At-Large, by its design, is the only component of ICANN whose members have no financial or academic interest in ICANN policy. It is the only body expressly created to represent the “consumers” of the Internet. Its members are almost all volunteers, many of whom already engage in personal financial sacrifice in order to participate. It has no business interests to protect, either directly (such as the contracted-party constituencies) or indirectly (such as the business-related constituencies). As such, its members have no incentive to participate in ICANN policy matters beyond personal interest in public service. Such public service should not be penalized by depleting At-Large travel resources in order to more “equitably” subsidize those who already have financial incentive to participate.

It is noteworthy that At-Large, unlike most other constituencies, is one that ICANN itself had to create; others have already been attracted here and formed through the identification of their mutual self-interest. Without specific ICANN action and support it would not exist.

6. The Value of Outreach

At-Large is the only constituency with an explicit mandate of ICANN-supported Outreach; that is, it actively seeks to recruit a diverse and effective channel through which to obtain the public point of view on its issues. Many ALS members, including the current Chair and Secretariat of NARALO, became involved with At-Large as a direct result of active ICANN outreach activities and would not likely have otherwise participated.

Without active ongoing outreach and support of the organizations attracted in this manner. At-Large cannot possibly fulfill the mandate ICANN has given it. The At-Large Review explicitly notes that outreach and support resources have been starved to date, and it recommends additional staff support (Recommendation 19). However, increasing staff support will not succeed in increasing outreach, if it is coupled with a dramatic reduction in the ability of the volunteer community to participate in ICANN activities.

The lack of resources is already starting to take its toll. We ourselves see ALSs becoming disillusioned through the lack of timely and localized information on ICANN issues upon which they can help provide policy input. The state of ICANN teleconferencing is nowhere near the level sufficient to provide the interaction necessary to allow our volunteer participants to feel fully engaged. As a result, we are seeing a rapidly growing cynicism that questions the sincerity of ICANN's desire for public input.

We even note with surprise the new policy that would require at least some members appointed to ALAC by the nominating Committee to pay their own way. Does ICANN expect that this move will improve, or diminish, the quality of the participants ICANN can attract in this manner?

7. Transparency and Public Trust

One of our greatest concerns in the Board motion was the complete lack of consultation or discussion on this matter; even the ALAC liaison to the Board was completely taken by surprise with the motion's wording and lack of debate.

We are more than happy to engage with any ICANN staff or committees to jointly develop policies and procedures that will make best use of ICANN's resources while still engaging its At-Large community. On matters such as the Summit, we have already demonstrated an aggressive approach to fiscal prudence, while maintaining positions that maximize public confidence in our actions.

We look forward to such engagement, and for a reconsideration of a current statement of intent that can easily undermine the desire of ICANN to have an active, independent and effective At-Large.


