On the Net, name wars accelerate

Competition is fierce for popular addresses in phone book of cyberspace

BY SIMSON L. GARFINKEL
Special to the Mereury News

hink of it as the Internet’s

first War of the Wiener.
Earlier this year, Mark
Clear, chief executive of Internet Mar-
keting Services in Madison, Wis,, land-
ed his first really big client: Oscar
Mayer. But when Clear went to regis-
ter Oscar Mayer’s name with the Inter-
net's Network Information Center, or
InterNIC, he discovered that the
names oscarmayer.com, wiener.com,
wienermobile.com and hotdog.com
had' been taken — by an Internet com-
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pany in Texas.

“Rather than even bothering with
these bozos, [and] with the client’s
clear approval, we just went ahead
and registered oscar-mayer.com,”
Clear says.

InterNIC is the phone book of cyber-
space. It tells computers how to con-
vert easy-to-remember names, like
ibm.com or aol.com, into the obscure
Internet addresses, called IP numbers,
that the Internet actually uses. While
InterNIC has worked fairly well until
now, it’s increasingly at the center of
Internet name squabbles.

The issue highlights the growing

er Web site “dropped off the face of
the earth,” Clear says. All of the elec-
tronic calls for hotdogs were going
down to Texas, and not to Clear’s com-
puter in Wisconsin.

Clear says he was ‘“‘terrified that I
was about to get sued by a client I
hadn’t even fully closed yet.” But af-
ter a series of phone calls, Clear
learned that the change had been car-
r;ed out with Oscar Mayer’'s permis-
sion. The company had decided to use
the Texas firm for its Internet connec-
tion; the company simply hadn’t both-
ered to tell Clear,

Today there is still an Oscar Mayer
Web site, but it’s no longer open to the
public. Try to look up in the computer
www.oscar-mayer.com, and you’'ll be
asked for a password.

Shelagh Thomee, Oscar Mayer's as-
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problems with Internet addresses.
Companies and individuals are com-
peting for the same domain names,
with particularly popular names —
say a McDonald’s or a Sears — having
to wage warfare to gain access to their
own trademark names. And with the
number of people logging on growing
at exponential rates each year, the
issues undoubtedly will become even
more complex and cantankerous, ex-
perts believe. ‘

After Clear set up a Web site for
Oscar Mayer, he managed to get it
listed on the Netscape Navigator’'s
“What's New’” page. Before he knew

it, the site was getting thousands
hits a day.

Then on July 20, Clear received
e-mail message from InterNIC. T}
message said that InterNIC had r
ceived a routine request to update tl
address for oscar-mayer.com. The
was just one problem: Clear hadr
asked for the address change.

As he scrutinized the message,
became obvious what was going o
His competitor in Texas was steali
his big customer. Clear sent a messa;
back to InterNIC, saying he had n
authorized the change. But instead
getting back a message from a huma
he got back a note from InterNIC
computer saying that there were mo
than 10,000 messages in InterNIC
mail queue, and that his request wou
be serviced in four to six weeks.

The next day, the Internet’s pho
book was changed, and the Oscar Ma
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‘ector of corporate com-
ns, defends her compa-
ns, saying that Oscar
ver signed a contract
net Marketing Services.
decision was made, Os-
- picked the Texas firm.
y has Oscar Mayer act-
unprofessional or ques-
1anner,” she said.

. Marketing Service has
» other clients, and Clear
he considers the Oscar
asco “‘dead.” Neverthe-
concerned that it was so
the Texas company to
y the oscar-mayer.com
lomain. These days he’s
out sending in a change
y InterNIC, asking to up-
records for ibm.com so
point to his computers.

eft rare on internet

, there are few cases of
ame theft in cyberspace.
n’'t had any of our cus-
\dicate that they have
sblem,” says John Cur-
f technical officer of
1et, one of the nation’'s
ernet providers.

other hand, says Cur-
w of BBN Planet’s cus-
ave had their domain
inded to other firms as
. of an accident. Reason:
thought that the request
r domain was actually a
equest for an existing
rou are not careful, it is
o obtain a domain name
ne already registered,”
Lys.

C also has run afoul of
k law. Earlier this year,
Solutions Inc., the com-
it runs InterNIC, was
s a co-defendant in a
k infringement lawsuit.
had registered the name
enet.com to a computer
t who had wanted to set
im for exchanging tech-
yrmation. At the time,
he consultant nor Net-
utions knew that there
vas a company with the
ywiedgenet in Ilinois.
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ames bought and soid

There have been other cases as |
well. Earlier this year, a writer |
for Wired magazine registered the
domain name mcdonalds.com.
Meanwhile, a man in Boston was
paid a large, undisclosed amount
of money to relinquish the name
bob.com, so that Microsoft could
use the name to launch a new
software product. And locally,
Fry’s Electronics of Palo Alto has
been in a dispute with Frency
Frys, a small catering company in
Seattle, over the name frys.com.

Until recently, InterNIC hand-
ed out domain names on a first-
come, first-serve basis. But as a
result of the Knowledgenet law-
suit, InterNIC has adopted a new
policy of giving the domain name
to the company that legally has
registered the name as a trade-
mark.

Nevertheless, there are still no
technical protections in place to
prevent the outright theft of a
domain name by an individual or
a company that is posing as the
domain’s rightful owner. The
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tion for addresses
iternet heats up

InterNIC:
how it works

The InterNIC is the direc-
tory assistance of cyber-
space.

To understand how it
works, consider what hap-
pens when a person tries to
access IBM’s Web site on the
Internet by typing the ad-
dress “www.ibm.com” into
the Web browser.

If the browser doesn’t
know the address for the
computer WWW IBM.COM,”
it fires off a request to the
InterNIC asking for the do-
main server for the domain
IBM.COM.

The response comes back
quickly: The demain server
is WATSON.IBM.COM at ad-
dress 129.34.139.4. The
browser then asks the com-
puter WATSON for the ad-
dress of the computer WAT-
SON.IBM.COM. The answer
comes back just as fast:
165.87.194.133.

The browser then opens
up a connection to this ad-
dress, and IBM’s home page
appears on the user’s
screen. All of this is accom-
plished in a few seconds.

problem, says BBN’s Curran, is
that InterNIC has no system for
verifying that the change re-
quests that it receives are legiti-
mate. Instead, InterNIC simply
trusts every message that it gets.

“The Internet infrastructure
isn’t necessarily as robust as any
of us would like,” Curran says.
Although systems for encrypting
mail and signing messages with
digital signatures have been
available for years, Curran says,
the Internet has lacked the neces-
sary standards to put those tech-
nologies into action.

That’s likely to change soon. “1
expect that you will see regis-
trars using secure technology” in

less than a year, Curran says.

But encryption alone won't do
anything to solve another prob-
lem that InterNIC has been hav-
ing: the explosion of companies
trying to register their domain
names, and the possibility that
InterNIC funding soon will be
drying up.

“As the popularity of the Inter-
net has grown, there has been a
significant increase in the number
of entities that have registered in
the .com domain,” says Dave
Graves, Internet business manag-
er for Network Solutions.

For example, says Graves, in
December 1994 there were 3,600
new domains registered on the
Internet. In May 1995, there were
14,000. Nearly 94 percent of
those registrations were business-
es who wanted a domain with the
letters .com at its end.

Currently, there is no charge
for the service. As a result, some
companies — such as Oscar May-
er — have been registered under
multiple names. Increasingly, in-
dividuals have registered them-
selves in the .com domain as well.

One solution now unider consid-
eration is for InterNIC to charge a
nominal yearly fee for each name
registered in the .com domain.
Such a fee could pay for the run-
ning of the InterNIC as well as for
the Internet Engineering Task
Force — the organization that
sets the Net’s technical stan-
dards.

“There will be people who will
yell and scream when charging
comes,” says Gordon Cook, who
publishes The Cook Report on the
Internet.

Charging each holder of a com-
mercial domain name a small uni-
form fee “should help to preserve
the independence of the IETF,”
Cook says. The fee probably
would be less than $100 per year
and could be in place within a
matter of months.

Meanwhile, Cook is worried
about the safety of his own Inter-
net address,
cook@cookreport.com. ‘‘There is
another newsletter called ‘The
Cook Report on Politics,” ”’ he
says.




