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OLD QUESTIONS ASKED ANEW AS INTERNET GOVERNANCE FORUM OPENS

By Riaz K Tayob, Athens, 31 October 2006

The inaugural meeting of the Internet Governance Forum (IGF) established by the United Nations started here Monday with an opening ceremony and a "multi-stakeholder policy dialogue" on "setting the scene."

Various speakers at the opening noted the significance of Athens as the birthplace of democracy, alluding that the Forum would be open and participatory. However, the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) Secretary General cautioned, "let us not claim falsely that we know there are no problems. Let us welcome open debate in the great spirit of Athenian democracy."

In the afternoon dialogue session, the most interesting exchange was on the issue of the control and governance of internet root servers and domain names. The Iranian deputy minister for IT spoke about this as the top-priority issue. However, the session moderator called in the "gorilla in the room" and asked that participants remain "mute" on this issue so that other issues could be discussed.

This little but significant exchange seemed to symbolise the constraints that the IGF is facing, whether due to its limited mandate, or to a danger or temptation of undertaking self-censorship.

Many NGOs and several government officials too are anxious whether the Forum can be more than a talk-shop, and even then on subjects that are non-controversial and that do not step on the toes of major powers.

Many non-governmental groups are here joining hundreds of government officials and corporate representatives in this first meeting of a forum that is supposed to discuss some key issues of the internet age.

The meeting will discuss four broad themes: openness, security, diversity and access. In addition, there will be several workshops organised by NGOs and governments on various topics including access to knowledge, open standards, human rights and the internet, content regulation and access, privacy and "towards multilingual internet."

The IGF was established by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan as a follow-up activity mandated by the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS). The second phase of WSIS held in Tunis in November 2005 asked the Secretary-General to convene a "new forum for a multi-stakeholder dialogue", to discuss public policy issues related to Internet governance in order to foster the Internet's sustainability, robustness, security, stability and development.

Two consultations were held in February and May in Geneva to prepare for the inaugural IGF meeting.

The meeting was formally opened Monday by Greek Prime Minister Konstantinos
Karamanlis, who said that the forum is an opportunity for dialogue to help build consensus.

Nitin Desai, who is the UN Secretary-General's special advisor on Internet governance, said that at the IGF the "emphasis will be on voluntary cooperation, not legal compulsion." The forum can identify issues that need to be tackled by governments.

Natasha Primo, director of Women's Net, regarded the Internet as a "global public good" and expected that the IGF would "grow teeth and at the same time find its feet."

This inaugural meeting is expected to test the limits of what the IGF can do. Its mandate seems to constrain the forum to merely a venue for discussion and not for binding decisions or actions.

According to the Tunis Agenda (WSIS-05/TUNIS/DOC/6 (Rev. 1)-E), the IGF has no oversight function and will "not replace existing arrangements." The process is non-binding and the IGF "would have no involvement in day-to-day or technical operations of the Internet."

Its mandate is to discuss Internet governance to foster the sustainability, robustness, security, stability and development of the Internet; strengthen the engagement of stakeholders; identify emerging issues and make recommendations; and discuss critical Internet resources and help to find solutions to the issues arising from its use and misuse.

After the 2005 Tunis Summit, an advisory committee was established for the IGF. The committee selected four thematic focus areas: (1) Openness (freedom of expression and free flow of information); (2) Security (creating trust and confidence); (3) Diversity (promoting multilingualism and local content); and (4) Access (Internet connectivity - policy and cost). Capacity building is a cross-cutting theme.

The IGF meetings will be held annually, the next ones being in Brazil, India and Egypt in 2007, 2008 and 2009 respectively.

The Tunis Agenda provided a working definition of Internet governance which "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."

In his speech, ITU Secretary-General Yoshio Utsumi was rather candid on current perceptions and arrangements on Internet governance. "The IGF was created because there remains a continued lack of consensus on internet governance," he said.

"There is a camp who will claim for certain issues there is no need to further discuss because things are working quite well. But there is another camp that disagrees and says that this is just an attempt to avoid debate by claiming there are no problems... No matter what is discussed or decided here - it will be the global marketplace that will define a final outcome."

He said that on the ability to rapidly innovate at the edges of the internet, "it is here most of all that I see the current centralised system as weak. What is needed is more diversity... Matters should be handled at a level that is closer to the user and that any central role should have only a subsidiary function."

He added, "No matter what self-serving justifications are made that this is the only possible way to do things, there are no such systems or technologies that can eternally claim they are best."

Utsumi also disagreed with "those who argue that Internet governance is just a developing country problem." He said it borders on arrogance that "with just more capacity building then developing countries will come around to a certain 'enlightened' point of view."

Ms. Primo said that the human rights, access, increasing developing country participation, addressing the gender imbalances and the "road to Rio" were the key issues. She said that bandwidth was scarcest where it was most needed. Developing country users pay about 15% of earned income on communication costs compared to 3% of the developed country counterparts.

Egypt's Minister of Communications and ICTs, Tarek Kamel, said the "absence of a truly diverse and inclusive multilingual Internet" is a major hindrance.

Viviane Reding, EU Commissioner for Information Society and the Media, said that there was a need to recognise the value of cultural diversity. She added that multilingualism was wrongly viewed as a technical issue. Undue delays on it may lead to the fragmentation of the current system, she warned.

The afternoon session, "Multi-stakeholder Policy Dialogue - Setting the Scene," chaired by Kenneth Cukier of The Economist, focussed on how multi-stakeholder processes could deal with the governance issue and development needs.

Panel members included Karen Banks (APC), Yin Chen (Director General of the Ministry of Information Industry, China), Pierre Dandjinou (UNDP/Chairman of
AFRINIC), Jean-Jacques Landji (Head of Delegation, Gabon), Juan Carlos
Solines Moreno (Head, ICT Regulatory Authority, Ecuador), Sharil Tarmizi
(Malaysia Communications and Multimedia Commission and Chairman ICANN
Government Advisory Committee).

Alfonso Avka of the Diplo Foundation and University of Sussex asked if the forum is multi-stakeholder, why is the "mainstream economics approach still permeating all the reviews relating to the development of the Internet?" He expressed concern that the market was viewed as the solution to the problems of different stakeholders.

Moreno from Ecuador said that there was no clearly defined development model. Costa Rica is not very open whereas in Chile there is a major privatisation process.

Dandjinou of UNDP said that regulation should be more development-oriented and should not just be about getting licenses and making profit. The question is how to solve the development issues.

David Souter of ICT Development Associates pointed to a big gap between the ICT-led assumptions of the WSIS and large parts of the development community, and said the Millennium review summit held recently ignored ICTs and development.

The most interesting exchange of this session took place when a prominent participant raised the issue of control over the Internet root servers and domain names, which he said was the most important issue, though controversial. The session moderator tried to deflect the issue by asking participants to discuss other issues instead.

Iran's deputy minister for IT, Dr Riazi, said that the top-of-the-list question of Internet Governance during WSIS and the working group on internet governance following WSIS was and remains still the question "related to governing roots and files and system, DNS and IP addresses."

He said it was unfortunate that such priority issues, due to the politics of the Internet Governance, "were not explicitly framed this way in the Tunis documents." He stressed that the IGF and other WSIS follow-up mechanisms need to examine these "core questions", if they are to achieve an international management of the Internet which is "multilateral, democratic, and transparent."

In response, the moderator, Cukier, said, "Internet Governance is a lot broader and a lot more than just that one issue. And that we have all talked about that issue and we kind of recognize it is the gorilla in the room that's far away. But there's other issues that we want to talk about that we feel that are just as pressing, such as security, openness, access, and
diversity.

"And it might be a sign of the health of the dialogue that we actually remain mute on this one topic, but have a lot to say on others. So with that allow me then to turn to another question."

In an apparent reversal of his own directive to remain mute on the DNS issue, Cukier reformulated the question and asked Vint Serf, one of the founders of the Internet, now employed at Google.

Mr. Serf said, "I think that if you are going to try to introduce some kind of competition [to DNS], you had better do it in a way that does not create ambiguity." He added that, "none of this discussion rules out the very likely possibility that some invention will come along that is vastly superior to today's Internet and will ultimately overtake it."

Lynn St. Amour, the President of the Internet Society, said that "there is a danger when we speak about Internet Governance and tying it to forums such as this and believing that we are actually addressing it. I think Internet Governance takes place all over the world every day, [in] many, many places. It takes place not only in recognized forums."

She added that, "We can call this model multi-stakeholderism but I suspect you would find a lot of people who would say that, in fact, it's not as participatory as it needs to be."

Abdullah Al-Darrab representing Saudi Arabia said that the different processes of Internet Governance should be handled independently. He said the IGF was one process and that the Enhanced Cooperation process was another that "whose objective is to enable governments to make the necessary decisions on issues related to international Internet Governance public policy."

During the morning session, EU Commissioner Reding also said that the IGF does not replace negotiations between governments on the Enhanced Cooperation model, but "it is complementary as a process."

Enhanced Cooperation is referred to in paragraph 69 and 71 of the Tunis Agenda for the Information Society. It calls on the UN Secretary-General to initiate a process where governments can cooperate on internet policy issues. 
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