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The African Network Information Centre (AfriNIC)
contribution to the ITU reform process

- On behalf of the Number Resource Organization (NRO) -
Geneva, 01 February 2006

The Number Resource Organization (NRO) has noted ITU Council Resolution 1244, instructing the Council Working Group on the WSIS to prepare proposals on how ITU should further adapt itself to the Information Society and the Information and Communication Technology (ICT) environment. The following comments are submitted by the NRO to the open forum which has been established for input from the broader community.

We welcomes this reform initiative on the part of the ITU, particularly in the context of the recent WSIS process which has clearly recognised both the rapid and revolutionary development of the telecommunications sector in recent years, and the critical importance of these developments to the global society. The principal outcome of these developments is widely recognised to be the advent of the Internet, whose success is linked intrinsically to its unique architectural, developmental, operational and administrative models. These models have been consciously designed and evolved to allow free access and participation by all stakeholders, promotion of choice and competition at all levels, the minimization of barriers to entry, and an absolute minimum of centralised coordination, all of which have been critical

to the Internet’s rise to success.

The global Internet, in which complexity, intelligence and innovation are pushed “to the edges”, demands of all stakeholders an ability to respond rapidly to continual and unpredictable change, which implies for institutions the need not only for regular reform, but for reform processes to be built intrinsically into their structures. Reform should not be seen as an isolated event, but as a process which is ongoing, and responsive as directly as possible to the needs of all stakeholders.
We suggest that in its reform process the ITU should endeavour to implement WSIS goals of openness and transparency in all of its governance and operational activities. Of particular interest to the NRO are the standards making and related processes of the ITU-T, and in accord with the introductory comments above, we suggest that the ITU-T should look to the Internet’s established systems for examples of appropriate and effective mechanisms which may be adopted or adapted to the ITU-T’s particular situation.

The Internet standards process has proven the power of standards which are developed, implemented and deployed in an open and competitive environment. It has shown the effectiveness of decisions made where consensus rather than unanimity is the goal. It has shown the importance of the inclusion of all interested parties in the process, not just those who are accredited through membership or some other formal administrative process.

Critically, the consensus processes of the Internet standards and policy institutions are driven by those individuals who are charged with implementing and operating their results, and who participate and accrue authority not as representatives or delegates, but as experts in their own right. The representation by individuals of specific institutions or companies is entirely secondary to the recognition within the community of their expertise and record of participation.

By providing a counterexample to “traditional” approaches, the Internet has shown that the scale and diversity of today’s telecommunications environment requires a decentralised approach in which diverse approaches are freely able to be developed and deployed by any person or institution wishing to do so.

Such activities cannot be centralised within a single institution, and should be encouraged to occur as freely, broadly and rapidly as possible. We do not assert that Internet processes are perfect, or that all Internet institutions work as well as they could. Indeed, as we have mentioned, reform in today’s environment is an ongoing evolutionary process, which must be incorporated structurally into the organisation. This can be facilitated by maintaining the

absolute minimum necessary structure, procedure and bureaucracy within the standards process. While major reform may be needed, at the level of overhauling those minimal mechanisms, such reform can occur in the same open and participatory manner as the standards process itself, and indeed as part of the same set of processes.

Accordingly, we suggest specifically that ITU standards, documents and records should be provided freely to all interested parties, and made available for immediate download from the Internet without any form of registration or other administrative control.

Just as importantly, the ITU-T standards development processes should be entirely open, and accessible to all who wish to participate, in any part of those processes. This open participation should allow for attendance either physically or via a remote means. The proceedings of ITU meetings should be accessible in real time to remote participants, using readily available Internet webcast and transcription technologies, with consideration given to those without broadband connectivity; and the archives of such meetings should remain available online for future reference. These processes should also be adapted to and allow for the asynchronous electronic participation through mechanisms such as online newsgroups, mailing lists or similar facilities. Participation via such mechanisms should be regarded as equally legitimate, and afforded equal weight of influence, as via other means such as in-person attendance at face to face meetings.
Finally, in order to facilitate ongoing reform processes through better connection with its community of stakeholders, we suggest that the ITU improve the manner in which it establishes relationships to include liaison relationships with outside organizations. These relationships must facilitate communication between the ITU and the outside organizations including the reciprocity necessary to provide at a minimum the mechanism for access to ITU publications, forums, meetings and processes.

Regarding other matters of interest to the Internet community, we feel that the ITU should play a more active role in development of Internet services and infrastructures in developing economies of the world. In underdeveloped Internet markets, it should support the liberalisation of Internet regulation and licensing, allowing national and international Internet services to be developed, accessed and used as freely as possible. It should also actively support and facilitate competitive Internet network peering, exchange points, and interconnection between countries and with continental backbones.

Again, we welcome this initiative on the part of the ITU and look forward to being active participants in this process as well as other ITU processes.

