4.3
Opinion Polling of Registrars regarding use of AGP
A change to the status quo in the AGP, including the potential elimination of the AGP, is considered as one of the potential remedies to domain tasting.  The RFI regarding the use of AGP posed three different options to consider in remedying the current abuses in AGP: (1) making the ICANN fee non-refundable; (2) requiring some form of restocking fee per name deleted within the AGP term; and (3) eliminating the AGP in its entirety.
What follows is the result of a straw poll vote of the Registrar Constituency considering: (1) the various uses of the AGP that were benefiting registrants other than domain tasting or domain kiting and (2) the impact to registrants of each of these benefits if AGP were to be eliminated in its entirety.  The thought behind the ad hoc group’s polling of the Registrar Constituency on this issue was that it would allow a different perspective than that of other constituencies on this topic and allow the GNSO Council to consider all points of view on the issue of domain tasting including potential impacts of proposed solutions.  

Methodology:

The entire Registrar Constituency, consisting of 65 registrars who  represent hundreds of registrars, was solicited to provide uses of the current AGP that were unrelated to domain tasting or kiting and to consider the impacts of a complete elimination of the AGP.  This was accomplished through both an email on September 14th  to the Registrar Constituency list   of these questions with a request to respond either directly for collection and submission as part of this Section 4.3, or to respond as part of the RFI process before its deadline, as well as the polling of registrar representatives in direct interviews by phone or in person at industry events.

All of the responding registrars expressed that they would prefer to respond using the Straw Poll, but not be publicly identified as responding for concern that their support of this document might mean appearing to come out in support of domain tasting or domain kiting.  

Additionally, some of the registrars responding suggested that some of the non-tasting uses of AGP might be proprietary and requested that they be treated with some sensitivity to not expose trade secrets.

Responses came from 38 members of the registrar constituency, from conversations or email responses, 3 (8%) of whom agreed with the findings but responded directly to the general RFI.

Of the remaining 35 (92%) registrar businesses (there was no quantification of how many registrar accreditations are represented), only one (3%) of them offers some form of bulk registration ‘domain tasting’ as part of the AGP use.

Responses were collected and assembled in summary format and reflected in an initial draft of Section 4.3 of this document.  On September 28th, 2007, the initial draft of Section 4.3 was provided to the Registrar Constituency email list allowing any registrars the opportunity to voice opposition to the document.  There was no opposition, from any member of the Registrar Constituency.  Additional feedback was received which included an additional use of AGP that would be impacted by an elimination of the AGP.  There were 4 registrars who did not participate in supplying response to the straw poll that additionally expressed support of the document as being factual and accurate.

Findings:

The results of the straw poll of the registrars yielded five (5) benefits of the AGP other than domain tasting and domain kiting:

1.
Correcting typographical errors made by the registrant

2.
Using a cart “hold” system to provide access to names

3.
Mitigating fraud impacts;  

4.
Proactively monitoring the security and stability of their provisioning systems and customer experience; and  
5.
Addressing situations of Buyers Remorse on behalf of the registrant
 [The responding Registrars felt that the complete elimination of the AGP would miss the importance of these benefits which are completely separate and distinct from tasting or kiting.]  A description of each of these benefits and a review of how the two other measures proposed for curing the abuses of the AGP, making the ICANN fee non-refundable or requiring some form of restocking fee per name deleted within the AGP term, follows below. 

[Some context on considering registrar portals and user experience

An important qualifying aspect to the response to the RFI from registrants is that Registrants’ views of the process of registration are formed entirely by the experience that they have with their registrar.]  Registrants are presented by their registrar (or registrar reseller) with a ‘front end’ consisting of web based ‘shopping carts’ or portals to register or manage their domain names, host records, email, web hosting, blogs, etc. in the interests of simplifying the process and streamlining the user experience.  [Most registrants are sheltered from the confusing world of the provisioning protocols and technical aspects or business rules of policy that registrars face and as such may not appreciate some of the other issues registrars face and how the AGP helps address certain of those issues. ] 
AGP Use 1: Correction of typographical errors made by registrant

Whatever the source of the typographical mistake the registrant seems to make, typographical mistakes do happen, and the AGP is used by many registrars to remedy this situation.

At last count, there are now more than 900 ICANN-accredited registrars.  Because there are so many registrars, there is competition among registrars to differentiate themselves within the marketplace.  [Some registrars provide very high levels of customer service as a distinguishing feature.  These registrars are extremely focused on the quality experience of the registrant, and because the focus is the experience of the registrant, a quick phone call to their customer service department can reverse a registration within the AGP to correct the issue.]
[The responding members of the Registrar Constituency felt that the elimination of AGP would drive up the cost of serving this reasonable need, force the registrar to encumber the cost of a second registration in these circumstances, or eliminate this level of quality experience from their remedies for customers.  In contrast, the restocking fee or non-refundable ICANN fee options are the more palatable options towards curbing abusive domain tasting.]
AGP Use 2: Cart “Hold” as an improved registration experience

[There are registrars that have raised the argument that the practice of domain tasting is creating a confusing user experience that is disruptive to their business.  They believe that domain tasting generates volumes of customer complaints being fielded by their customer service departments which contend that a domain was looked up and available for their company one day and approval or budget to proceed is obtained only to find that within the time elapsed it had been registered by another entity.

When one shops for something unique at a store, it is not an uncommon customer experience to see an item that interests a potential purchaser and that potential purchaser asks the sales clerk to set it aside while the purchaser continues to shop, or the purchaser leaves and comes back to confirm with a spouse, or goes to get some cash, etc.  The item gets held for a period of time and presumably this is done so that nobody else can purchase it as though it was left on the shelf.

Many registrars leave the item on the shelf, as it were, and only fully allocate the item upon completion of payment.  This creates a circumstance where someone could conceivably purchase it elsewhere.

There are some registrars that have created a cart reserve process utilizing the AGP that immediately adds the domain at the registry once it gets looked up by the user.  This completely mitigates the issue of the domain being otherwise provisioned by another while completing the sales process.  If the sales process is not completed, or nearly 5 days passes, the domain is deleted at the registry, and is again available to the general public.

This could easily be adopted by registrars that are concerned about customer confusion as a market driven solution, but many of the registrars that compete on price and thus operate on thin profit margins will likely not adopt this approach because it means that their available funds at the registry are held in a non-sales transaction until it closes.]  

As a matter of budget, most registrars opt to keep their balance available at the registry and not commit funds at the registry with the add command until a finalized purchase has completed with the registrant.

[One could argue that it is a better user experience than many registrants experience.  A restocking fee or non-refundable ICANN fee would be much less disruptive to this offering while the elimination of the AGP completely removes the opportunity to offer such a customer experience.]
AGP Use 3:  Fraud remedies

The AGP currently allows for some reasonable remedy in the event that fraud occurs, such that domain names provisioned that are within the AGP can be returned for credit.

Some of such types of fraud correction would be (but are unfortunately not limited to):

•
Recovering from activity where some bad actor stole registrar account credentials through phishing

•
Remedy of credit card fraud, or 

•
Correctional efforts against a rogue reseller customer.  

Elimination of AGP would also eliminate remedy for these circumstances.  A restocking fee or ICANN non-refundable fee would have a registrar incur an expense to remedy the issues, but at least these expenses would be far lower contrasted against the entire per unit cost of the domain names.

AGP Use 4: Proactive monitoring

[Many registrars take proactive steps to monitor and ensure the security and stability of their registration and resolution systems.  This is done to provide quality service to their customers, to ensure high availability, or to meet dedicated service level agreements for their customers or resellers.

Registrars use the AGP as a fundamental tool for proactive monitoring as a means to determine the health of their connections to the provisioning system of registries.  

Some of the registrars polled do this only when there is not typical registration activity to indicate system help.

Some of the registrars do a simple EPP registration and deletion, others run a fairly comprehensive suite of tests combining EPP and DNS that involve registration, modification, and determination that DNS resolution changes also took effect prior to deleting the test name.

While restocking fees or non-refundable ICANN fees create a cost to registrars that does not currently exist, the elimination of the AGP would completely prohibit the registrar from proactively monitoring the security and stability of the resolution and registration systems outside of customer activity.
AGP Use 5: Addressing Registrant ‘Buyer’s Remorse’
Another use of the AGP is a mechanism to help registrars better serve customer needs is in addressing circumstances of buyers remorse.  

The registrar who submitted this specific example was identifying activity in the more expensive TLDs, where the registrar price is much higher than in some of the other GTLDs, and as result, the registrant price can be as high as $100 (USD) for a registration.  The typical order can contain multiple names, increasing the price to over $1000.  As a general policy they accept and process cancellations within the AGP, preferring this as an alternative to an unhappy customer who may be inclined to pursue a chargeback with their credit card company.  The customer is relieved and more likely to be prudent the next time around.

The presence of AGP allows for better handling of these circumstances, as it creates a better user experience for the registrant, and it also removes the significant problem of registrants seeking remedy through charge backs on their credit card.  Charge backs with no remedy of refund in add  grace period hurt a registrar twice.
Conclusion on considering impacts to change in AGP

In conclusion, if the results of this ad-hoc working group should indicate that PDP is the appropriate course of action, and should that PDP contemplate elimination of the AGP, it is important to note that these legitimate uses of the AGP would be adversely impacted, and should be part of the consideration process.  

The responding members of the Registrar Constituency believe that the other alternatives of making the ICANN fee non-refundable or requiring some form of restocking fee per name deleted within the AGP term, is a more effective and appropriate way to achieve a balanced approach to curbing the abuses of the AGP while at the same time preserving other benefits of the AGP that registrants enjoy or expect as part of their registrar experience.] 

Registrars indicated in their responses that they gratefully appreciate careful forethought, evaluation, and consideration of the other impacts should there be changes to business logic or provisioning logic, or provisioning systems as a part of any PDP.  A forced or sudden change in the behavior of an EPP command or expected behavior of business logic take time and technical resources to implement, per GTLD, per registrar.
