RN-WG [DRAFT] Report regarding Single- and Dual Character Domains

1 Overview and Background

1.1 This report addresses the Reserved Names that contain one or two characters.  “Characters” include letters, numbers and symbols (such as #, $, &, !, *, -, _, +, =).  For purposes of this discussion, five subcategories will be addressed:

· Single and two character symbols at the first and second level
· Single letters and numbers at the first level
· Single letters and numbers at the second level
· Two letters and numbers at the first level

· Two letters and numbers at the second level
1.2 This report will examine each of the above categories, recognizing that the technical and policy issues may differ across each of the sub categories.  The purpose of this report is to examine whether there are any technical or practical concerns about releasing these names. Domain names are defined in RFC 1034 (published in November 1987and recognized as an Internet Standard, ftp://ftp.rfc-editor.org/in-notes/rfc1034.txt). 

The initial treatment of using a ‘reservation’ developed with Jon Postel and involved both single and two character strings.  The reserved names list was created in its present form during the proof-of-concept round of new TLDs in 2001. The reserved names list was a topic of discussion during the ICANN Meeting in Melbourne, Australia in March 2001.  An information page on the registry agreement appendices was first posted in February 2001 (http://www.icann.org/melbourne/new-tld-agreements-topic.htm). 

1.3 Single and two character symbols at the first and second level: 

Only ASCII characters are permitted in the DNS – limiting the characters to the letters a-z; the numbers 0-9, and the hyphen-dash (-).  No other symbols are permitted in the DNS. Other symbols, which are used for routine programming, or other functions in addressing, such as ‘@’ or which are in use in applications programming, clearly remain ‘off limits’.  Very brief discussions with technology experts indicate that there would not be support for making any/major changes in the reserving of symbols, overall. 
1.4  Single characters (letters and numbers) – Top Level:  

Single-character TLDs have never been released by ICANN.  In 2000, ICANN received an application for .i. This application was not approved (see http://www.icann.org/tlds/i1/).  
RFC 1035 (see http://www.ietf.org/rfc/rfc1035.txt) states that domain names “must

start with a letter, end with a letter or digit, and have as interior characters only letters, digits, and hyphen.  There are also some restrictions on the length.  Labels must be 63 characters or less.” 
1.5  Single characters (letters and numbers) – Second Level:  

Currently, all 16 gTLD registry agreements (.aero, asia, .biz, .cat, .com, .coop, .info, .jobs, .mobi, .museum, .name, .net, .org, .pro, .tel and .travel) provide for the reservation of single-character names.  ICANN’s gTLD registry agreements contain the following provision on single-character names.  See, e.g., Appendix 6 of the .TEL Registry Agreement, http://www.icann.org/tlds/agreements/tel/appendix-6-07apr06.htm (“the following names shall be reserved at the second-level:…  All single-character labels.”).  

Letters, numbers and the hyphen symbol are allowed within second level names in both top level and country code TLDs.  Single letters and numbers also are allowed as IDNs -- as single-character Unicode renderings of ASCII compatible (ACE) forms of IDNA valid strings.
Before the current reserved name policy was imposed, in 1993, Jon Postel took steps to register all available single character letters and numbers at the second level, purportedly to reserve them for future extensibility of the Internet (see 20 May 1994 email from Jon Postel, http://ops.ietf.org/lists/namedroppers/namedroppers.199x/msg01156.html). All but six (q.com, x.com, z.com, i.net, q.net, and x.org) of the possible 144 single-letter or numbers at the second-level in .COM, .EDU, .NET and .ORG were registered and remain reserved by IANA. Those six registrations have been grandfathered, and several have been used for various purposes and/or transferred amongst different registrants.  Under current policy, these names would be placed on reserve if the registrations were allowed to expire. 
Since the initial registration of single-letter names by IANA, IANA has uniformly turned down all offers by third parties to purchase the right to register these names, and has advised these parties that the names are reserved for infrastructure purposes to help ensure stable operation of the Internet.
A 27 May 2000 email to the then DNSO-GA list provides further background on single-letter names (see http://www.dnso.org/clubpublic/ga/Arc04/msg00442.html). 
According to recent research conducted by IANA, out of 9540 possible combinations of single-character names (containing 26 letters, 10 numbers, but not symbols, across 265 TLDs), 1225 delegations of single-character names exist in the zone.  63 TLDs have at least one single-character delegation (see http://forum.icann.org/lists/gnso-rn-wg/msg00039.html). 

Some businesses own trademarks in single letters, such as Overstock, Nissan Motors, T-Mobile and Yahoo!  [Examples are provided merely for illustration and discussion].  These trademark owners, if they have not already registered their single-character trademarks as domain names, may be interested in doing so across a number of TLDs.
Given that single character, second level domains are widely in use in country codes and as IDNs (Unicode renderings of ACE forms of IDNA valid strings), and six are in use in the existing legacy top level domains, it seems feasible to examine how to release and allocate single letter and number second level names. 
1.6 Two characters (letters and numbers) – Top Level
To date, two-character TLDs have been released only as ccTLDs.  An early RFC issued in October 1984 (RFC 920) defined country codes as the “The English two letter code (alpha-2) identifying a country according the ISO Standard for ‘Codes for the Representation of Names of Countries’. This RFC was issued before ccTLDs had been established (see ftp://ftp.rfc-editor.org/in-notes/rfc920.txt, page 7). 

RFC 1032, issued in November 1987, states that “countries that wish to be registered as top-level domains are required to name themselves after the two-letter country code listed in the international standard ISO-3166.”  
Two character/letter strings at the top level are now identified with the ISO 3166 list, which has a two letter code associated with all of the over 200 countries and recognized economies.  Country code or ccTLDs correspond directly to the two character letters on the ISO 3166 list.  The ISO 3166-Maintenance Agency governs the list of country codes. Further information on the ISO 3166 list is available at http://www.iso.org/iso/en/prods-services/iso3166ma/index.html.  According to RFC 1591, “IANA is not in the business of deciding what is and is not a country” (http://www.rfc-editor.org/rfc/rfc1591.txt).  “The selection of the ISO 3166 list as a basis for country code top-level domain names was made with the knowledge that ISO has a procedure for determining which entities should be and should not be on that list.”

In the 2000 round, ICANN received an application for .GO. This string was not allocated on the ISO 3166 list to a country.  This application was rejected.
A 27 February 2007 email from Kim Davies provides context to support the reservation of two-letter strings at the top level for use as future ccTLDs (see http://forum.icann.org/lists/gnso-rn-wg/msg00163.html):
1.4 Two characters (letters and numbers) – Second Level

In 2001, in considering a proposal from .AERO for the limited release of two-letter airline codes, a GAC Communique (http://www.icann.org/committees/gac/communique-09sep01.htm) noted that the WIPO II report addressed this category of names and recommended that “If ISO 3166 alpha-2 country code elements are to be registered as domain names in the gTLDs, it is recommended that this be done in a manner that minimises the potential for confusion with the ccTLDs.”  This recommendation has been incorporated into the reserved names appendix of 14 of ICANN’s current, gTLD registry agreements.

Fourteen gTLD registry agreements (.aero, asia,.cat, .com, .coop, .info, .jobs, .mobi, .museum, .name, .net,.pro, .tel and .travel) provide for the reservation of two-character names at the second level, via the following provision.  (See, e.g., Appendix 6 of the .TEL Registry Agreement, , http://www.icann.org/tlds/agreements/tel/appendix-6-07apr06.htm.)  
Except to the extent that ICANN otherwise expressly authorizes in writing, the Registry Operator shall reserve names formed with the following labels from initial (i.e. other than renewal) registration within the TLD: … All two-character labels shall be initially reserved.  The reservation of a two-character label string shall be released to the extent that the Registry Operator reaches agreement with the government and country-code manager, or the ISO 3166 maintenance agency, whichever appropriate.  The Registry Operator may also propose release of these reservations based on its implementation of measures to avoid confusion with the corresponding country codes. 
The .BIZ and .ORG registry agreements say only “Registry Operator shall reserve names formed with the following labels from initial (i.e. other than renewal) registration within the TLD: … All two-character labels shall be initially reserved.”  See http://www.icann.org/tlds/agreements/biz/appendix-06-08dec06.htm and http://www.icann.org/tlds/agreements/org/appendix-06-08dec06.htm).

Two-character names have been registered, bought, sold, and/or transferred by a wide variety of parties for many years. The GNR RSTEP report noted that there have been 18 UDRP cases involving two-character names.
Some businesses own trademarks for two-character abbreviations such as FT for Financial Times, GM for General Motors, DT for Deutsche Telecom, BT for British Telecom, HP for Hewlett-Packard, or have corporate names of two-characters, such as 3M and LG. [Examples are provided merely for illustration and discussion]. These trademark owners, if they have not already registered their two-character trademarks as domain names, may be interested in doing so across a number of TLDs.
In the past, ICANN has approved the release of certain two-character names from the reserved names lists through one-on-one communication with the requesting registry operator. There are no public information sources on the release of these names, but in the past ICANN has agreed to the release of e8.org, a2.coop, nz.coop and uk.coop. NZ.coop and UK.coop were released with the approval of the UK and NZ government representatives and ccTLD managers. A2.coop and e8.org were released without objection from the ISO 3166-Maintenance Agency.  On 25 May 2004, the ICANN Board approved the limited release of two-character airline codes in .AERO (http://www.icann.org/minutes/resolutions-25may04.htm).  On 16 January 2007, the ICANN Board approved the limited release of two-character names in .NAME (http://www.icann.org/minutes/prelim-report-16jan07.htm) (see summary of relevant information sources below for further information on the GNR proposal).

The existing registry agreement provisions provide a mechanism for the release of two-character names at the second level, as set forth above. In addition, registries may submit a proposal for the release of two-character names through the process for new registry services (also known as the “Funnel”), which was approved as a GNSO Consensus Policy on 8 November 2005 (http://www.icann.org/minutes/resolutions-08nov05.htm) and implemented 25 July 2006 (http://www.icann.org/announcements/rsep-advisory-25jul06.htm and http://www.icann.org/registries/rsep/rsep.html).

2. Role of the Name Reservation Requirement

It appears that the original purpose for reserving the single characters was driven by technical concerns.  Two letter reservations appear to have been based on concerns about confusion with two letter country codes.  

3.  Straw Recommendations - Expert consultations are ongoing and further draft straw recommendations are in development by the Sub Group.  We anticipate a complete set of draft straw recommendations in our next report.
3.1  Symbols:  There appear to be technical issues involving use of symbols at the top level and at the second level (other than the hyphen).  They are generally prohibited at the second level for technical reasons.  We recommend they not be considered for release at this time.3.2  Single Character Names – Second Level

3.2   We recommend that single-letters be released in future TLDs, and that those currently reserved in existing TLDs should be released.  Methods for allocating released names are still in discussion by the Sub-group.
4.  Role for Experts

4.1 Single characters – Top level:  

Single letters and numbers are widely delegated at the second level, in 63 TLDs and as IDN (Unicode) versions.  Further work is required before any straw recommendations can be drafted on potential release of single letters and numbers at the top level.  Expert consultations are occurring.
Identify and briefly describe the potential technical issues relating to release of such names.  

4.2  Single characters – Second level: 

Single letters and numbers are widely delegated at the second level, in 63 TLDs and as IDN (Unicode) versions.  Therefore, we presume there is no technical reason why remaining letters, at least, should remain reserved.  Further work may be required before any straw recommendations can be drafted on potential release of single numbers at the second level, due to the definition of ‘domain name’ in RFC 1035 (“must start with a letter”).
Identify and briefly describe the potential technical issues relating to release of single letters and/or numbers at the second level.

4.3  Two characters – Top level:  

Two-letter strings at the top level are associated with country codes as defined by the ISO 3166 list. Questions for experts on this subtopic may not be necessary. Two-number or letter-number combinations could be possible at the top level, and further work may be required before any straw recommendations can be drafted on this topic.  Consultation with experts and with ccNSO is occurring.
4.4  Two characters – Second level:  

Second level strings with two letters, numbers and/or the hyphen have been widely used for a long time.  Therefore we presume there is no technical reason why remaining strings should remain reserved.  
In 2001 the GAC addressed potential release of two-character names at the second level as part of its consideration of a request from .AERO for the limited release of two-letter airline codes..  This issue has been addressed in 14 registry agreements as set forth above.    Two-number or letter-number combinations, and two-letter combinations that are not likely to correspond to country codes, could be possible at the second level.  Further work may be required before any straw recommendations can be drafted on this topic.  Consultation with experts and with ccNSO is occurring.
4.5 Possible experts: 

i. Lyman Chapin, Chair of the Registry Services Technical Evaluation panel

ii. Glenn Kowack, Chair of the RSTEP Review Team for the GNR two-character proposal  

iii. Patrik Falstrom  

iv. Lars Liman

v. Steve Bellovin
vi. Ram Mohan/Tina Dam
vii. Steve Crocker
viii. Kim Davies

ix. Others as necessary
4.6 Methodology regarding Experts:  It is proposed that experts be contacted by the sub-group, using both email and conference calls where possible for a dialogue.  These contacts will be scheduled and undertaken by the subgroup, inviting other WG members who are interested and available to participate. 

5.  Summary of Relevant Information Sources

a.)  ICANN Staff’s Status Report on Single-Level Domains, dated Sept. 12, 2005. [insert link]
b.)  Recent data from Kim Davies at IANA, showing single-letters delegated in 63 TLDs (http://forum.icann.org/lists/gnso-rn-wg/msg00039.html), and from Patrick Jones, showing almost 3000 single- and dual-character domains for sale at Sedo: 7 February 2007 email from Patrick Jones on Sedo auction (http://forum.icann.org/lists/gnso-rn-wg/msg00041.html and http://forum.icann.org/lists/gnso-rn-wg/msg00042.html).

c.)  Correspondence: 

· 20 January 2007 email from John Klensin on single-letter names to GNSO Council (http://gnso.icann.org/mailing-lists/archives/council/msg03166.html).

· 20 January 2007 email from Patrick Jones to Liz Williams for GNSO Council on GNR proposal and Funnel process (http://gnso.icann.org/mailing-lists/archives/council/msg03165.html)  

· 18 January 2007 email from John Klensin on single-letter names to GNSO Council list (http://gnso.icann.org/mailing-lists/archives/council/msg03164.html). 

· Policy Recommendation from Overstock.com, May 2006 (insert hyperlink)

· Letter from Overstock.com, 28 November 2006 (http://www.icann.org/correspondence/warren-to-board-28nov06.pdf).

· Letter from Yahoo to ICANN, 12 December 2005 (http://www.icann.org/correspondence/filo-to-icann-12dec05.pdf).

· Letter from Lisa Martens to John Jeffrey, 12 December 2005 (http://www.icann.org/correspondence/martens-to-jeffrey-12dec05.pdf).

· Letter from Overstock.com, 11 November 2005 (http://www.icann.org/correspondence/byrne-to-twomey-11nov05.pdf).

· Letter from K Computing, 30 June 2005 (http://www.icann.org/correspondence/dankwardt-to-pritz-30jun05.htm). 

d.)  GNR proposal re two-character names, and supporting docs, 2006.

· GNR Proposal: http://www.icann.org/registries/rsep/GNR_Proposal.pdf
· Submitted Applications page on GNR proposal (http://www.icann.org/registries/rsep/submitted_app.html#2006004). 

· 20 October 2006 ICANN letter to RSTEP (http://www.icann.org/registries/rsep/icann-to-rstep20oct06.pdf)

· RSTEP Report on GNR Two-character name proposal (http://www.icann.org/registries/rsep/RSTEP-GNR-proposal-review-team-report.pdf).  

· 16 January 2007 ICANN Board Resolution approving GNR service (http://www.icann.org/minutes/prelim-report-16jan07.htm). 

e.) “Rainbow document” from Chuck Gomes re existing gTLD contract conditions re Reserved Names

f.) Additional historical information on two-character names:

· 25 May 2004 Board resolution approving release of two-character strings in .AERO: http://www.icann.org/minutes/resolutions-25may04.htm 

· 9 Sept 2001 GAC Communique: http://www.icann.org/committees/gac/communique-09sep01.htm 

· 30 Aug 2001 Letter from ISO 3166/MA to Louis Touton & Paul Twomey: http://www.icann.org/tlds/wischhoefer-to-touton-30aug01.htm.

g.)  Correspondence from Kim Davies to Tim Denton, dated 7 January 2007:  

“The single-letter/number domains in .com, .net, .org, .edu, .biz, .info, .name, .pro, .aero, .coop, and .museum are reserved by the IANA.


   Accordingly, these names are not for "sale" or subject to transfer under


   established policy. A few of the single-letter names were registered


   before this reservation was made.


The IANA obtained the registration for most single-character names under


.com in 1993 to implement a policy designed to enhance the extensibility


of the domain-name space.


Since then, these names have been continuously under registration by the


IANA. The IANA has received many inquiries from people seeking to


register these names. As required by the existing policy, the IANA


advises those inquiring that these names are already registered to the


IANA and reserved for infrastructure purposes to help ensure stable


operation of the Internet. The IANA has uniformly turned down all offers


by third parties to purchase the right to register these names.


Four of the single-character names under .com were registered by other


parties before the IANA entered its registration of these names. The


registrations of these names have been (and are) grandfathered for the


time being. Recently some of these registrations have been transferred


from one third party to another. Those transfers are consistent with the


grandfathering policy.


Having assumed the responsibility for operating the IANA, and for


overall technical management of the Internet, ICANN is following the


same policies for the operation of the IANA as were followed by Dr.


Postel and his colleagues at the Information Sciences Institute. ICANN's


charter and bylaws, together with its obligations under its various


agreements with the United States Government, establish consensus-based


procedures for modification of existing policies, fostering


participation by affected parties. Until the policy is changed by the


established procedures, ICANN is required to continue its registration


of the single-letter .com domain names for the benefit of the Internet       community.”


There is also an Information page at http://res-dom.iana.org/.
h.) Email correspondence from Kim Davies to Patrick Jones, posted on RN WG list 27 February 2007: http://forum.icann.org/lists/gnso-rn-wg/msg00163.html:

RFC 1591, sect 2 reads:

    "In the Domain Name System (DNS) naming of computers there is a

    hierarchy of names.  The root of system is unnamed.  There are a set

    of what are called "top-level domain names" (TLDs).  These are the

    generic TLDs (EDU, COM, NET, ORG, GOV, MIL, and INT), and the two

    letter country codes from ISO-3166."

As any possible two-letter combination is eligible to be allocated or reserved in the ISO 3166-1 alpha-2 standard in the future, the working group is strongly encouraged not to consider using these possibilities for other applications. There is a risk of collisions between such allocations, and future ISO-3166 assignments, and in such cases would mean ICANN is unable to grant a ccTLD to a valid country.

IANA has, since the introduction of the DNS, relied upon the determinations within the ISO-3166 standard to identify what constitutes a country, and what is the appropriate two-letter code for that country. This shields the organisation from making value judgements that would be very political, and instead lets and independent third party decide (the ISO 3166 Maintenance Agency, which is guided by the United Nations Statistics Office). On this matter, RFC 1591 is clear:


"The IANA is not in the business of deciding what is and what is not a country.

The selection of the ISO 3166 list as a basis for country code top-level domain names was made with the knowledge that ISO has a procedure for determining which entities should be and should not be on that list."


The ISO-3166 standard is not static, and evolves with changes to countries and their territories. Most importantly, new codes are added for new regions and countries. Just this year "AX", "ME" and "RS" have been new additions. One can assume there will be more changes in the future that we can not predict.


If a conflict is introduced between a newly created ccTLD code, and an allocated gTLD, IANA's neutrality would be compromised. It would either need to deprive a country of a country-code top-level domain, or it would need to stop adhering to the ISO 3166 standard which would be problematic. It would represent a key divergence from one of the most central tenets of ccTLD policy. 
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