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What's in a (Domain) Name?
Members of Congress need to ask tough questions about Obama's
plan to cede control over the Internet domain system.

The Internet has undeniably made the world a better place.

The Internet is one of the world's most powerful engines of economic growth, the expression of ideas
and personal freedom. That it has become all these things is thanks to the singular fact that the
Internet was invented by the United States government and is, therefore, thoroughly inculcated with the
same values that made America what it is.

The Obama administration, in its rush to liberate the governance of the Web from any vestige of U.S.
control, wants to turn the last remaining piece it supervises, the IANA (Internet Assigned Numbers
Authority), over to ICANN (an acronym standing for Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and
Numbers, a California­based nonprofit) without really thinking the process through.

Congress has heretofore blocked the administration from spending any tax money to facilitate the
transition of the Internet and the IANA function away from the small agency within the U.S. Department
of Commerce where it resides. On Wednesday the matter will be taken up by two House committees
whose members will hopefully ask the tough questions about what the endgame will look like,
questions the administration has so far ignored.

At issue is the future control of ICANN. Shall it be run by its board of directors or by a membership­
based, multi­stakeholder model of governance that prevents any one government or group of
governments or an international body affiliated with the United Nations from taking control? Thus far
the corporation's leadership has resisted adopting anything like what is necessary to guarantee the
Internet remains open and essentially free.
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[GALLERY: Barack Obama Cartoons]

Some of those involved in the issue like to pretend it is no more complicated than a walk in the park on
a sunny Sunday afternoon. In fact, it is a very complicated matter, with tremendous potential
downsides if the transition is completed without the necessary safeguards. "The vague conditions of
the transition set forth by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration allow room
for the process to be potentially subverted by unfriendly governments or intergovernmental
organizations with ulterior motives – or neutered by ICANN itself," a white paper issued by Frontiers of
Freedom (where I am a senior fellow) said of the proposed transition. "As the process moves forward,
the United States must require that ICANN be able to ensure its ability to maintain the security, stability,
resiliency, and openness of the Internet Domain Name System (DNS), while meeting the needs and
expectations of global customers and partners of the Internet Assigned Numbers Authority and
supporting a multi­stakeholder model of governance."

As one example of why this is necessary, there is currently nothing prohibiting ICANN – post transition
– from eliminating or transferring the top level domain names .mil, .gov. and .edu, all of which are vital
to the way the Internet functions in the United States. All three of these domains are "sponsored,"
meaning they are assigned to a single entity representing a relatively narrow community, and are three
of the five original domains issued when the Internet was "born" in 1985.

Consider the importance of .mil, which is sponsored by the United States Department of Defense. It
houses some of the secure systems and email addresses most vital to U.S. national security. Losing
them would place a considerable strain on the nation's defenses, yet the Pentagon has no ongoing
contractual right to it; the department's control over .mil is a legacy arising out of America's invention of
the World Wide Web.

[SEE: Political Cartoons on the Economy]

Presently, the U.S. government retains the right and the ability to approve all changes to the Domain
Name System – meaning that ICANN would risk making changes to sites ending in .mil at its own peril.
It would indeed be foolish to try since it would probably mean the end of ICANN's existence, as the U.S.
government would no doubt create a new group (as it created ICANN) with a better governance
structure in its place. However, once the government steps out of its final oversight role, once the
transition is complete, there is nothing currently in place to stop ICANN from unilaterally terminating
that particular domain (or .edu or .gov). Even worse, imagine the .mil domain managed by a company
owned by or located in Russia, China or a power unfriendly to the United States somewhere in the
Middle East.

It could happen, and is therefore an issue Congress should explore in its hearings. An agreement
allowing the United States free, exclusive and perpetual use of these domain names must be part of
any transition plan, as must the agreement of ICANN's leadership to adopt the multi­stakeholder,
membership­based organizational design many have suggested.

That the Internet has made the world a better place is an idea beyond question. As a worldwide
communications network it has linked disparate peoples and cultures, enlivening political discourse and
changing the nature of global commerce. And, of particular significance, it has become a vehicle for
those seeking freedom of oppression to give voice to their struggle and to tell the world their tale. It
must be allowed to remain so. For that to happen will require the transition be given more time than the
Obama administration seems willing to devote to it. Congress has the responsibility to insure the
process is slowed and that, before it can be allowed to proceed, appropriate multi­stakeholder
governance structures are in place.
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Peter Roff is a contributing editor at U.S. News & World Report. Formerly a senior
political writer for United Press International, he's now affiliated with several public policy
organizations, including Let Freedom Ring and Frontiers of Freedom. His writing has
appeared in National Review, Fox News' opinion section, The Daily Caller, Politico and
elsewhere. Follow him on Twitter @PeterRoff.

You Might Also Like

News

News Home

Opinion

National Issues

Cartoons

Photos

Videos

Special Reports

The Report

Education

Colleges

Graduate Schools

High Schools

Online Programs

Community Colleges

Global Universities

Arab Universities

Health

Hospitals

Doctor Finder

Diets

Nursing Homes

Health Products

Health Insurance

Medicare

Money

Jobs

Financial Advisors

ETFs

Mutual Funds

Retirement

Travel

Vacations

Cruises

Hotels

Hotel Rewards

Airline Rewards

Cars

New Cars

Used Cars

Law

Law Firms

Rankings & Consumer Advice

About U.S. News
Contact Us
Site Map

Press Room
Advertising Info
Store

Connect with us:     

Copyright 2015 © U.S. News & World Report LP. 
Terms and Conditions / Privacy Policy.

http://mediakit.usnews.com/index.php
http://www.usnews.com/opinion
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-global-universities
http://travel.usnews.com/Rankings/Travel-Rewards/hotel-rewards/
http://money.usnews.com/funds/etfs
http://www.usnews.com/education/community-colleges
http://www.usnews.com/info/features/sitemap
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools
http://www.usnews.com/education
http://www.usnews.com/news/the-report
http://www.usnews.com/education/online-education
http://twitter.com/usnews
http://www.usnews.com/info/features/terms
http://www.usnews.com/cartoons/barack-obama-cartoons
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=http%3A%2F%2Ft.usnews.com%2FZ9fmlb%3Fsrc=usn_li&title=Congress%20Should%20Ask%20Tough%20Questions%20About%20ICANN%20Domain%20Name%20Transition&summary=Members%20of%20Congress%20need%20to%20ask%20tough%20questions%20about%20Obama%27s%20plan%20to%20cede%20control%20over%20the%20Internet%20domain%20system.&source=U.%20S.%20News
http://travel.usnews.com/
http://www.usnews.com/products/features/home
http://health.usnews.com/medicare
http://www.usnews.com/cartoons/gun-control-and-gun-rights-cartoons
http://money.usnews.com/money/retirement
http://www.usnews.com/news/special-reports
http://travel.usnews.com/Hotels/
http://www.usnews.com/education/arab-region-universities
http://money.usnews.com/funds/mutual-funds
http://money.usnews.com/
http://www.usnews.com/info/blogs/press-room
http://www.usnews.com/cartoons/healthcare-cartoons
http://www.usnews.com/cartoons/gun-control-and-gun-rights-cartoons
http://www.usnews.com/info/features/about-usnews
http://health.usnews.com/health-insurance
https://twitter.com/share?url=http%3A%2F%2Ft.usnews.com%2FZ9fmlb&src=usn_tw&via=usnews&text=Congress%20Should%20Ask%20Tough%20Questions%20About%20ICANN%20Domain%20Name%20Transition
http://www.usnews.com/cartoons/healthcare-cartoons
http://plus.google.com/+usnewsworldreport
http://health.usnews.com/best-nursing-homes
http://video.usnews.com/
http://www.usnews.com/info/features/terms#privacy
http://health.usnews.com/health-news/best-hospitals
https://plus.google.com/share?url=http%3A%2F%2Ft.usnews.com%2FZ9fmlb%3Fsrc=usn_gp
http://www.usnews.com/best-graduate-schools
http://www.usnews.com/cartoons/barack-obama-cartoons
http://bestlawfirms.usnews.com/
http://travel.usnews.com/Rankings/
http://health.usnews.com/
http://www.usnews.com/national-issues
http://www.usnews.com/cartoons
http://health.usnews.com/doctors
http://www.facebook.com/usnewsandworldreport
http://bestlawfirms.usnews.com/rankings.aspx
http://money.usnews.com/money/careers
http://health.usnews.com/health-products
http://www.usnews.com/info/features/contact
http://www.usnews.com/best-colleges
http://www.reddit.com/submit?url=http%3A%2F%2Ft.usnews.com%2FZ9fmlb%3Fsrc=usn_rd&title=Congress%20Should%20Ask%20Tough%20Questions%20About%20ICANN%20Domain%20Name%20Transition
http://health.usnews.com/best-diet
http://usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/cars-trucks
http://travel.usnews.com/cruises/
http://usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/cars-trucks/rankings/
http://www.stumbleupon.com/badge/?url=http%3A%2F%2Ft.usnews.com%2FZ9fmlb%3Fsrc=usn_su
http://www.usnews.com/photos
http://money.usnews.com/financial-advisors
http://travel.usnews.com/Rankings/Travel-Rewards/airline-rewards/
https://twitter.com/PeterRoff
http://www.usnews.com/news
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Ft.usnews.com%2FZ9fmlb%3Fsrc=usn_fb
http://usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/cars-trucks/used-cars/

