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Business ...

aname? Try
$50 a year

By Simson L. Garfinkel
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

Shakespeare wrote that a rose by
any other name would smell as sweet.
Of course, Shakespeare didn't have to
pay up to $50 a year to use his name.
But on the Internet, where a com-
pany’s “domain” name can he one of
the most important assets it has, a mi-
nor stink was raised last week when
the ageney that keeps track of domain
hames announced it would begin charp-
ing fees for them.

Amid the debate, a little-known fact
surfaced about the Internet that ex-
ploded the myth that it is a totally free
society: US taxpayers have been subsi-
dizing the cost of registering Internet
addresses for everyone from giant cor-
porations like IBM to billionaires like
Bill Gates,

“It’s time for the Internet to move
from taxpayer subsidies to user fees,”
said the Internet’s NetworkInforma-
tion Center, or InterNIC, the registry
that keeps track of Internet names.
Until now, the National ScienceFoun-
dation has footed the cost of domain
name registrations through a cooperat-
ive agreement with Network Solutions,
Ine.

The move by InterNIC may have
been overdue. The debate over the le-
gal use and ownership of domain
names has been brewing for years,
spilling into the courts with contentious
battles between companies and specu-
lators who had co-opted their names.

Domain names are the calling cards
of Cyberspace. Some companies, like
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chines and Hewlett-Packard, use
just their initials as their domain
name, yielding the catchy ibm.com
and hp.com. Citibank, on the other
hand, uses its entire name, for the
prestigious-scunding citibank.com.

The “COM” at the end of these
names stands for the word commer-
cial. Schools and other educationat
organizations have names ending i in
EDU (ie. MIT.EDU, BU.EDU and
HARVARD.EDU); GOV is reserved
for US. government agencies, ORG
for nonprofits, and NET for compan-
ies that provide Internet service.

For the Internet’s first 25 years,
domain names were handed out for
free on a first-come, first-serve ba-
sis. Any individual or corporation
could have whatever name they
wanted, and there were no limits im-
posed.

That’s how Chase Research Inc.,
of Nashville, Tenn., got dibs on cha-

‘se.com, much to the chagrin of
Chase Manhattan Corp. John Mar-
koff, a business reporter for the New
York Times, commandeered nyt.com
for his own private use, leaving the
newspaper with the much less
snappy nytimes.com. And Joshua
Quittner, a writer for Wired Maga-
zine, absconded with medonalds.com.

This year, however, with the In-
ternet’s explosive growth and sud-
den commercialization, there have
been some significant changes in the
411 of eyberspace.

The first came earlier this year,
when Network Solutions Inc, the
company that runs the InterNIC,
was named as a co-defendant in a
trademark infringement lawsuit. In-
terNIC had registered the name
knowledgenet.com toa computer

eonsultant who wanted to set up a:

forum for exchanging technical in-
formation. Neither professed to
know there was a company named
KnowledgeNet in Palatine, I - un-
til KnowledgeNet tried to register

‘its name as a domain and found that
it had already been taken.

“KnowledgeNet said ‘that’s our
name and we want it,’ ” said Gordon
Cook, who publishes the Cook Re-
port on the Internet, a newsletter
that follows the network. When Net-
work Solutions denied KnowledgeN-
et’s request, “KnowledgeNet came
back and got their lawyers and took
NSI to court,” said Cook.

Today most of these sorts of
problems are over: Knowledge net-
.com is firmly in the hands of Know-
ledgeNet, Inc, and medonalds.com
is registered to McDonalds Corp.

The second shoe dropped last
week, when InterNIC announced
that domain names would no lenger
be free. Instead, there will now be 4
$100 registration fee, which pur-
chases use of the name for two
years. After that, each additional
year can be purchased for $50, pay-
able in advance.

Existing domain name holders
will be required to renew their

names once a year for an annual fee
of $50. The fee of a direct Internet
connection can range anywhere from
$600 to $10,000 or more.

The $50 yearly charge must be
paid equally by individual consul-
tants wishing their own domain
name, and by mega-companies like
Microsoft, which place all of their
computers into the single microsoft-
com. Nevertheless, most Internet
policy makers fought against fees
that were based on a company’s size
or usage of the net, arguing that this
would give firms such as Microsoft,
Sun and HP undue influence in the
future development of Internet stan-
dards.

The registration fees witl be used
to fund InterNIC and to support the

continued development of Internet

standards.

Surprisingly, few local Internet
access providers object that they will
now be paying for what had been
been a free service, “Given the rapid
growth of the Internet, we are not

surpnsed at the InterNIC’s deci-
sion,” says Mike Newman, market-
ing director for Internet Aceess Co.
“I believe the fees will help Inter-
NIC in the long run to administer
their services more effectively.”

Indeed, in recent months there
has been a backlog of more than
10,000 companies, organizations and
individuals waiting to have their do-
main names registered or have the
information in the InterNIC’s data-
base updated.

One of the reasons, suspects JR
Oldroyd, president of Terranet, an-
other local service provider, is that
some companies have obtained many
different domain names for essen-
tially the same computers. For ex-
ample, in recent months Osecar
Mayer has registered the names os-
carmayer.com, 0SCar-mayer.com,
wiener.com, wienermobite.com and
hotdog.com. But even Oldroyd’s eus-

‘What’s in a name? On the Internet, about $50 a year

tomers have engaged in the practice.

“In recent months we have no-
ticed an increase in the number of
customers requesting multiple do-

mains,” says Oldroyd. “Multiple do- =¥k

main requests add administrative 2
overhead to our names server main-
tenance folk, This can be frustrating
since we frequently see domains be-
ing registered and then being left
unused. Perhaps the NIC’s charging
poliey will reduce the load all
around.”

While charging for domain
names is big news for companies and
organizations directly on the Inter- -
net, the charges won't be applied to ’E :
most Internet users, Companies like ~ "
Ameriea Online and Prodigy need
just a single domain name to allow” f
their users to get e-mail at the do-~* =+
mains aol.com or prodigy.com. Split
mere than a million ways, $50 isn't
much.
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