Access to Whois Data
Issue Description

Per its charter the WG addressed the issue of whether the ability to access Whois information at the registry level under the ‘thick’ Whois model is more efficient and cost-effective than a ‘thin’ model in protecting consumers and users of Whois data and intellectual property owners.
Access to Whois data in the current Whois environment

In the current environment, for thin gTLD registries data associated with the registrant of the domain is only available via the registrar’s Whois services, while the data associated with the domain name is published both by the registrar as well as the registry. For ‘thick’ Registries both sets of data, that associated with the domain name as well as with the registrant, are published by the registrar as well as the registry. It was noted that the NORC Draft Report for the Study of the Accuracy of WHOIS Registrant Contact Information
 (2010) that was commissioned by ICANN found that the Whois data for the domain names selected was accessible 100% of the time for the thick Whois Registries sampled (.org, .biz and .info), while no Whois data could be accessed in 2,4% of cases for .com and 1.5% for .net. Several comments pointed to difficulties that have been experienced in accessing registrar-based Whois services as well as limits to queries that have restricted access to data for ‘thin’ registries as certain information is only available at the registrar, while others pointed out that the Whois Audit Access Report
 (2012) produced by ICANN Compliance found that 94% of registrars provided consistent access to WHOIS data compliant with Section 3.3 of the RAA. The report did point out that ‘Registrar compliance rate with the RAA to provide Whois access service has declined from last year’s results from 99% to 94%. This decline is likely due to proactive monitoring, tool enhancements and enforcement of this RAA obligation’. 

Access to Whois data in a ‘thick’ Whois environment

If all registries would be required to operate a ‘thick’ Whois, this would mean that all Whois information, associated with the domain name as well as the registrant, would be accessible via both the registrar as well as the registry Whois services. 
Possible advantages for access to Whois data under a ‘thick’ Whois model

Proponents of requiring thick Whois argue that being able to access the thick data at both the registry and the registrar level will ensure greater accessibility of the data. The draft report
 of the Implementation Recommendations Team put together by ICANN's Intellectual Property Constituency stated "the IRT believes that the provision of WHOIS information at the registry level under the Thick WHOIS model is essential to the cost-effective protection of consumers and intellectual property owners." There are at least two scenarios in which the additional option of retrieving the data at the registry would be valuable: 
1. Where the registrar Whois service might be experiencing a short- or long-term outage (in violation of the registrar's accreditation agreement), and 

2. Where the registrar has implemented strong (or sometimes overly-defensive) measures to prevent large-scale automated harvesting of registrar data. 

Also, in the event of a registrar business or technical failure, it could be beneficial to ICANN and registrants to have the full set of domain registration contact data stored by four organizations (the registry, the registry's escrow agent, the registrar, and the registrar's escrow agent) instead of just two organizations (the registrar and the registrar's escrow agent). 
Some also pointed out that the use of a common format and location to find information for a certain TLD could be considered an advantage for Whois users. 
Possible downsides for access to Whois data under a ‘thick’ Whois model

Some argue that should there be any changes in the future to the Whois model, e.g. if certain information is no longer required to be published, it may be difficult to suppress data that has already been published. It was pointed out though that this would be a broader issue as all the Whois registrant information is currently already publicly available both in the ‘thin’ model (published by the registrar) as well as the ‘thick’ model (published by both the registrar and registry). As also noted in the section on data escrow, some question whether four sets of the same data is really necessary and whether it may result in additional costs for contracted parties as well as registrants. It was also noted that in the current environment centralizing the accessibility of Whois information at the registry is a natural efficiency for users of Whois data when considering one TLD at a time. With the introduction of new gTLDs, the number of registries may exceed the number of registrars; therefore, a Whois user may need to access dozens or hundreds of registries to obtain responses for a common second level string that is registered across multiple registries. That same information could be obtained through a single registrar, although identifying the appropriate registrar is not certain from the domain name itself. It was pointed out that there are existing 3rd party services that provide aggregation of Whois from multiple sources, which should also be considered when discussing efficient and cost-effective accessibility. Some also noted that per Whois Review Team recommendation #11, ‘Overhaul of the Internic to provide enhanced usability for consumers, including the display of full registrant data for all gTLD domain names; operational improvements to include enhanced user awareness’, there will be central informational portal provided by ICANN in the near future.
Conclusion

Most WG members agree that from the perspective of access to Whois data, requiring 'thick' Whois could be considered a benefit.
� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.icann.org/en/compliance/reports/whois-accuracy-study-17jan10-en.pdf" �http://www.icann.org/en/compliance/reports/whois-accuracy-study-17jan10-en.pdf� 


� See � HYPERLINK "https://www.icann.org/en/resources/compliance/update/update-whois-access-audit-report-port43-30apr12-en.pdf" �https://www.icann.org/en/resources/compliance/update/update-whois-access-audit-report-port43-30apr12-en.pdf� 


� See � HYPERLINK "http://icann.org/en/topics/new-gtlds/irt-draft-report-	trademark-protection-24apr09-en.pdf" ��http://icann.org/en/topics/new-gtlds/irt-draft-report-trademark-protection-24apr09-en.pdf�.





