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Variant Management Proprietary and Business Confidential 24-25 September 2010 

 

Variant Management      [2010.09.24-006] 

Current environment: 
 
Variant TLDs are TLD strings that contain equivalent characters, i.e., characters that are 
identified as equivalent in IDN tables. This is not a precise definition for variant TLDs 
because the determination of whether two strings are variants depends on the IDN 
tables furnished by the applicants.  There will be disagreement in some cases as to 
whether any two characters and consequently any two strings are properly considered 
variants of one another. For example, two characters that may be considered variants in 
one language may not be considered variants in another. 
 
TLD variant management has been a long-standing discussion. It is clear that in certain 
cases, variant TLDs should be delegated in order to fully serve the population that is the 
target market for the TLD. However, technical and policy requirements for variant TLD 
operators have not yet been developed by the community. 
 
In the current version of the Guidebook, where two or more TLD strings are identified as 
variant TLDs, a maximum of one (primary) string will be delegated and the other(s) will 
be reserved until a variant management mechanism for the top level is accepted and 
tested. These “un-delegated” variant TLDs are reserved for potential delegation to the 
same applicant as the primary string, pending resolution of policy questions that allow a 
process for delegation of variants. 
 
This conservative approach was taken to help ensure the continued stability of the DNS. 
Delegation of variants could cause detrimental user confusion and is not available until 
variant solutions are developed for the top level.  

Recent developments: 
 
I. Delegation of variant TLDs: The GNSO and potential gTLD applicants have signaled a 

desire that certain variant TLDs be delegated in the gTLD process in order to serve 
the targeted population. They indicate that variant TLDs could be safely delegated to 
the same entity or to entities who have entered into an agreement.  
 
Variant TLDs were delegated to CNNIC and TWNIC in July 2010. This was done under 
certain restrictions and in recognition that CNNIC and TWNIC organizations hold a 
high level of expertise in variant management. 
 

II. Definition of variants and IDN Table requirements: It is important that the IDN 
Tables are constructed in order to detect all possible applied-for variants of a TLD. 
Different types of variants have been requested through the IDN ccTLD Fast Track 
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Process, helping to identify the various issues that need to be considered for the 
construction of IDN Tables that identify variant TLDs. 

 
The experience has led to the identification of the following types of variants: 

 
1. Variant TLDs that are visually similar:  

 
a. Example: same language, same script: 

 
b. Example: different language, same script: 

 
c.   Example: different language, different script: 
 
          “ааа” and “aaa” [Cyrillic and Latin] 
 

2. Variant TLDs that are not visually similar:  
 

a. Example: same language, same script: 
 

“koeln” and “köln” 
 

b. Example: same language, different script: 

 
 
Through the public comment process and other community discussions, ICANN 
continues to receive statements from potential applicants in some regions that 
delegation of gTLD variants is needed, as well as calls from stakeholder groups that 
request recognition of certain “rights” to variant strings of various types.   
 
A clear set of rules regarding delegation of strings and defining variant characters is 
needed before gTLD applications can be accepted. 
 
Recommendation: 
 
1. No variant TLDs will be delegated through the New gTLD Program until appropriate 

variant management solutions are developed.  
 

2. To ensure all variant TLDs are identified in the evaluation process: 
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a. Where it has been stated that variants are characters that can be used 

interchangeably: this means if the characters can, in some cases, be used 
interchangeably. So, in the example of “.koeln” and “.köln,” the œ and ö are 
variant characters in some languages but not others. Because they are 
variants in some languages, they will be considered variant characters for all 
TLDs. 
 

b. The English translation field can be used to help identify variants being 
applied for. For example, if an applicant applies for “.koeln” and “.köln” and 
if the IDN Table supplied does not reference “oe” and “ö” as variants, then 
the English translation for the two strings, both “Cologne,” will assist in 
flagging the two strings as possible variants. 
 

c. A tool will be developed and made public, where applicants and evaluators 
can compare their IDN Tables across existing tables in the IANA repository, 
and also generate variants to the strings they intend to apply for.  
 

 
Basis for Recommendation: 
 
There are several reasons for not delegating variant gTLDs until an operating solution is 
found – even though some variant TLDs have been delegated as ccTLDs: 
 

 While exceptions have been made for CNNIC and TWNIC, these were supported by 
the significant expertise of both these registry operators in this area – there is no 
guarantee that gTLD applicants hold the same expertise.  
 

 There is a fundamental difference in the environments and considerations between 
the ccTLD and gTLD spaces in considering whether a variant should be delegated.  
For example, the delegation of ccTLDs is restricted to country and territory names. 
 

 Another factor that may be considered, but is not dispositive, is that the Chinese 
language variants are not visually similar, differentiating them from many variants 
that might be requested  
 

 The experiences gained with these exceptions have yet not been reviewed or 
discussed in the community. These implementations were intended to serve as a 
case-study for the global variant TLD management requirements. More time is 
necessary to conduct such studies, but indications are that the variant TLDs, such as 
the Chinese, are functioning adequately with the registry manager having 
appropriate registration rules in place, and running the variant TLD zones in a 
coordinated effort. 
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 Developing sets of effective and enforceable controls to ensure a good user 
experience is difficult, especially without the learning of the first variant delegations.  
Allowing for delegation of new gTLD variants without knowledge of possible 
outcomes and without additional protections in place increases the vulnerabilities to 
users and the risks to ICANN. 

 

 In the event that a gTLD application does not pass due to a contention procedure 
caused by the existence of variant strings, the applicant would be eligible for the 
relevant refund amount as indicated in the Guidebook. 

 
Definition and detection of variant TLDs and characters: 
 

 The proposed broad definition of variant characters will provide a better protection 
mechanism for ensuring that no strings that could cause detrimental user confusion 
are delegated. Delegation of variants could cause detrimental user confusion and 
variants are recorded and reserved until solutions are developed. Remaining with 
the existing conservative approach is a measure to help ensure the continued 
stability of the DNS.  
 

 There is adequate time for an evaluation for the existence of variant TLDs across all 
applications: the Initial Evaluation time period is 4-5 months. In this time period, 
ICANN will retain linguistic experts as deemed necessary by the relevant scripts and 
languages of the applied-for TLDs. Bandwidth, a rough calculation: say 500 gTLD 
applications; of those, say 100 IDN applications; of those 10 with potential variant 
issues that require analysis.  
 

 In any case, it is expected that the String Similarity check will detect all visually 
similar variant TLDs. 
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