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Internet governance – a view from the 

world’s first industry-sponsored domain

Marie Zitkova, 

Head of .aero, SITA SC

On 17 March 2002, the first top level Internet domain to be sponsored and introduced by a specific industry sector opened its doors for business. Called .aero, this was the first time that an industry had sought to adapt the increasingly complex Internet naming structure for the benefit of its own community. Only companies, organizations, associations, government agencies and individuals certified to be working within the aviation and related industries can obtain a .aero domain. As such, many of the broadly spread issues that have been discussed by the Working Group on Internet Governance (WGIG) during the past couple of years have been addressed within this community environment. With the WGIG process extending to the eve of WSIS in Tunis, readers may perhaps be interested to learn more about how the .aero community initiative has been structured and how it is developing.

First, however, some background to the origins of the .aero domain. The project to create the air transport community’s own Internet space was initiated by SITA (formally the Société Internationale de Télécommunications Aéronautique, but known universally throughout the industry simply as SITA). This is a co-operative organization owned by more than 700 airlines and related businesses, including airports, aerospace companies, distribution companies and logistics operators. SITA was founded in 1949 by 11 airlines that recognized it would be more cost-efficient to pool the provision of telegraphic resources across their rapidly growing international networks, rather than develop their own. Because of the need to provide accurate and timely information, whether relating to passenger reservations, weather or essential operational flight management data, the air transport community has ensured, through SITA, that the latest technologies are embraced and adapted as necessary, fit for purpose. 

The logic of the air transport community running its own domain

Against this background, it was an obvious step for the air transport community to embrace the idea of creating and running its own top level Internet domain. Although the domain is sponsored and operated by SITA, the agreement negotiated by SITA with ICANN was always premised on the basis of a governance system that ensures the air transport community as a whole remains actively involved in the evolution of standards, the maintenance of the domain’s integrity and the pioneering of new services.

The process through which this takes place is the Dot Aero Council (DAC), a forum for the effective exchange of information to ensure the future development of .aero meets the changing needs of the community as a whole. 

Members of the DAC are drawn from relevant and respected associations that represent the various interest groups within the air transport community and act on behalf of various registrant groups. They include Airport Council International (ACI); the Civil Air Navigation Services Organization (CANSO); the Federation of Airline General Sales Agents (FAGSA); Fédération Aéronautique Internationale (FAI); International Air Transport Association (IATA); the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO – acting as an observer on behalf of civil aviation authorities and based on its status as a UN body); the National Business Aviation Association (NBAA); SITA itself; and ARINC.

SITA signed an agreement with ICANN in December 2001 to establish and manage .aero on behalf of – and in the interest of – the air transport community, openly and transparently. 

As part of the agreement, ICANN exceptionally delegated some of its policy formulation powers to SITA, in recognition of the fact that the sponsored community is in a better position to manage the detail of the domain than ICANN:

· SITA can define and enforce policies relating to what names can be registered, by whom, and how those names can be used.
· SITA must ensure that only members of the aviation community register names and can provide “eligibility and names selection services” to the community.
· SITA can determine what .aero services will be provided.
· SITA can autonomously define pricing.
· SITA must operate .aero on a not-for-profit basis.

So how does this fit with WGIG and WSIS?

In the context of .aero, it is worth reminding ourselves of some of the key points that arose from the WGIG Report – and then to see how the experience of operating a sponsored top level domain provides scope for delivering results.

First, the question of definition and interpretation of the phrase “Internet Governance”. The WGIG August 2005 Report provides the following working definition: “Internet governance is the development and application by Governments, the private sector and civil society, in their respective roles, of shared principles, norms, rules, decision-making procedures, and programmes that shape the evolution and use of the Internet”.

The Report goes on to make it clear that Internet governance includes not only issues dealt with by ICANN, but also other significant policy issues, “such as critical Internet resources, the security and safety of the Internet, and developmental aspects and issues pertaining to the use of the Internet”.

In terms of global action, the WGIG Report “identified a vacuum within the context of existing structures, since there is no global multi-stakeholder forum to address Internet-related public policy issues” – and went on to propose the “creation of a new space for dialogue for all stakeholders on an equal footing on all Internet-governance related issues”.

And this is where the air transport community’s experience through a sponsored domain assumes such relevance. We are not suggesting that the sponsored domain can deal with issues related, for example, to the root zone files and system. Nevertheless, many of the issues highlighted by the WGIG are covered in some form or another by the norms, procedures, standards and day-to-day activities of the sponsored .aero domain. 

Take the allocation of domain names. In the early 1950s, ICAO, IATA and SITA agreed on the need for industry standards for both telegraphic message content and protocols. The result was the introduction of agreed designators, based on the familiar two-character airline designators (e.g. BA for British Airways), three-character airline codes (e.g. AMR for American Airlines), three- and four-letter airport location identifiers (e.g. LAX for Los Angeles and EDDC for Dresden), flight number identifiers (e.g. BA724) and a number of other designators and identifiers related to specific elements of air transport operation.

When the Internet was first introduced, however, many of the designators and codes were legitimately taken as domains by companies and organizations that had nothing to do with air transport (e.g. sas.com is not the airline but the software services company). With millions of domains registered using almost every word in the English language, predictability is crucial. So the .aero domain has gradually introduced a structured naming convention based on the long-established designators and codes, without in any way conflicting with those air transport businesses that have a well-established Internet presence via the company name and top level or country domains. 

Currently, all existing airport and airline codes are pre-registered by SITA and reserved for the use of designated code holders.

Thanks to these conventions and the strict eligibility verification processes, implemented by SITA on behalf of the community, there has been little evidence of any hijacking of domain names in the .aero domain, and little evidence of cybersquatting or domain name speculation in the three and a half years since the .aero domain was introduced.

The advantages of a predictable environment for passengers was demonstrated through a prototype service introduced at Geneva Airport to coincide with the International Telecommunication Union’s Telecom World conference late in 2003. The service enabled passengers to access flight information simply by keying the relevant flight number, followed by .aero (for example http://lx1751.aero) into a Web-enabled PDA, mobile phone or PC. Passengers could also check airport information by keying in http://gva.airport.aero. The reaction of passengers was uniformly enthusiastic.

So what will happen in the future?

Magical as the Internet undoubtedly is, the public domain structure is a mass-market solution that can be inflexible, inconsistent and secure. By leveraging the advantages of the domain name system (DNS), even greater certainty, predictability and flexibility can be achieved for the benefit of those using .aero domains. For those within the industry, for anyone having contact with an air transport community-related business, the guaranteed convention for airlines and provides certainty, transparency and predictability. 

For example, one domain name  - gva.bm.lh.aero (industry accepted code designating Lufthansa’s baggage operation at Geneva Airport) can serve as a single unique identifier for different means of access to bag management desk service. The holders of the domain can configure relevant information – how to reach people via VoIP, how to use e-mail, the location of the name server, the URI for Web services or the public key required for sending an encrypted message. Armed with the DNS, there is no need to inform partners about changes in individual addresses (for example a new supplier) – they are automatically distributed by the DNS.

Take another example. If all ICAO airport codes (this time, four-letter codes that are known and used by all civil aviation pilots) are allocated as code.airport.aero. Behind each name each airport configures pointers to an authoritative weather service provider (perhaps one pointer for SIP record to place a VoIP call to the airport and another for a Web service providing the data). A pilot using a mobile device connected to the Internet can plan the route and then use the device to download weather data from the relevant airports. If in doubt about local conditions, the pilot simply presses a button on the device to place a VoIP call or send an instant message to the airport to get more detail. Predictable for the user, creating a normative space, accessible simply by knowing the long-established ICAO airport codes. 

So what will happen in the future?

“I have always imagined the information space as something to which everyone has immediate and intuitive access,” wrote World Wide Web inventor Tim Berners Lee in his book Weaving the Web, (HarperSanFrancisco 1999). Thanks in large measure to the predictability of the naming structure and the exclusive nature of the .aero domain, that expectation could be met in a variety of ways to the benefit of passengers and operators. These are just some of the ideas that we have been considering in recent months:

· Passengers could complete transactions from any Web-enabled device relating to a specific flight and date, including flight alteration and payment.
· Passengers could access and pay for services such as airport parking and duty free goods - simply by knowing the three letter airport identifier and .aero suffix.
· Passengers, airlines and airports could administer and process elements such as lost luggage through the use of predictable e-mail addresses.
· Aircraft themselves can become a network: an engine can have its own IP address and communicate remotely with ground maintenance.
· Containers for cargo (known as unit load devices) can be given their own .aero addresses.
The ability to present this level of joined-up thinking over the development and evolution of the Internet depends on the operation of a domain that offers security and predictability to domain name owners, together with transparency and predictability for users.

The option of a sponsored domain for global communities run along the lines of .aero – based on the needs and aspirations of that community within the broader community, run by that community for the benefit of its members and for the broader community at large – has much to recommend it in resolving issues of governance and future development. 

Of course, what suits the air transport community will not necessarily suit other communities. And there is no doubt that issues of root server security, stability and interoperability need global coordination. But it is surely better for an identifiable community, to be able to retain the maximum freedom for innovation and the evolution of communal standards, than to be governed wholly by a dominant global body applying generic standards and policies. That was the basis on which ICANN agreed to endorse the introduction of the .aero domain – and it remains the guiding light for the .aero domain, its sponsor and its community as a whole. 

The author can be contacted through marie.zitkova@sita.aero. For more general information on the .aero domain, visit www.information.aero or get in touch through aero.enquiries@sita.aero.
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