Problems with Single-Character Chinese Geographical Names Used as TLDs

As proper names in the Chinese language, geographical names have their own attributes and characteristics. First, they refer to specific places and belong to a specific category. Then, they have specific pronunciation, character shape and meaning from a linguistic point of view. Therefore, to accurately play the role of geographical names and improve the accuracy, security and efficiency of domain names, it is necessary to take into account the characteristics of Chinese geographical names when they are used as TLDs.

I. Basic Forms and Characteristics of Chinese Geographical Names

Chinese geographical names have evolved gradually with the development of society. Historically, there were single-character, double-character and multi-character Chinese geographical names. Now, the relatively fixed form of "proper name + common name" has emerged to represent Chinese geographical names, such as Guangdong Province, Guangzhou City, Kunlun Mountain, and Dongting Lake. This structure can give greater play to the locational and categorical functions of geographical names, making it easier to distinguish and identify different places. A proper name may consist of a single Chinese character or multiple Chinese characters, while a particular Chinese character may be used for both proper and common names.

II. Basic Information on Existing Geographical Names

According to the Regulations on the Administration of Geographical Names, Chinese geographical names fall into eight categories: names of natural geographical entities; names of administrative divisions; names of locations of villagers' committees and residents' committees; names of urban parks and nature reserves; names of streets, roads and alleys; names of residential areas and buildings with important geographical directions; names of facilities such as transportation, water conservancy, electric power, communication and meteorology with important geographical directions; and names of other geographical entities with important geographical directions.  

III. Problems Raised by the Use of Single Chinese Characters as TLDs for Geographical Names and Related Public Interests

First, a single Chinese character cannot accurately express a geographical name and is easily confused with brand or trademark names. For example, in the first round of applications for new generic top-level domains, in many cases, the applied strings are used in both trademarks (or brands) and place names, and even caused great controversy among different groups. If single-character Chinese gTLDs are allowed to be applied for, it is very likely that single Chinese characters with the meaning of geographical names will be applied for as TLDs.
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Second, according to China's Regulations on the Administration of Geographical Names, a geographical name should include both the proper name and the common name parts, and single Chinese characters cannot be used as standard geographical names. There are a large number of Chinese characters used in geographical names. The structure of "proper name + common name" can give a clear meaning. However, single Chinese characters have unclear references and confusing meanings, which will inevitably affect the correct display of geographical names on the Internet. If a single Chinese character with the meaning of a geographical location becomes a TLD or is used to generate a second-level domain name, such irregular use of geographical names on the Internet will cause confusion and errors in the identification and use of geographical names by users and will harm the public interests represented by geographical names.

Third, a single Chinese character may have different meanings in different countries and territories, or a single Chinese character with the same meaning may have variants in different countries and territories. When geographical names are used offline, it is possible to determine whether or not a single Chinese character should be used as a geographical name with the necessary administrative measures and in conjunction with the context. However, for the online scenarios, due to the global uniqueness and universality of domain names, conflicts will arise in the use and management of Han script domain names with geographical meanings.

Therefore, before single characters of the Han script used as geographical names are allowed to be applied for as TLDs, their legal compliance and public interest implications should be fully assessed.
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