12-February-2026

Dear Tripti and Sajid,
I am attaching this communication as part of my ICANN Public Comment regarding ICANN FY27-31 Operating and Financial Plan, ICANN/IANA FY27 Op Plans and Budget, and I am addressing this communication to you directly as ICANN Board Chair and Chair of the ICANN Board Finance Committee, respectively.  For the reasons set forth below, I am concerned that the proposed budget lacks appropriate initiatives to safeguard and reinforce ICANN’s role as a nonprofit public benefit corporation and instead doubles down on priorities that risk continuing to transform ICANN into a de facto trade association with a veneer of multistakeholderism. 

ICANN’s Failure to Commit to a Comprehensive Economic Study of the DNS Marketplace and Why it Matters
In the Funding Forecast Assumptions for Fiscal Years 2027-2031, there are several notable statements:
· The domain name industry continues to mature, with a trend among ICANN-accredited registrars and gTLD registry operators of merging their operations or expanding their reach through acquisitions. Registry operators, in particular, cite a compelling opportunity to improve upon economies of scale, given the relatively low incremental costs associated with running a greater number of gTLDs. (emphasis added)

· Historically, monetization through parked domains provided an incentive for investors to maintain large portfolios of low-content domains. However, many investors are increasingly reassessing their holdings and dropping underperforming parked names – particularly those for which rising renewal costs now outweigh revenue potential. (emphasis added)

There have been numerous calls, from both the private and public sectors, dating back well over a decade, for ICANN to conduct a comprehensive economic study of the entire domain name marketplace, both primary and secondary. Despite ICANN having contractual authority to conduct such a study dating back to the 2012 baseline registry agreement and sufficient cash reserves to fund it, the last partial economic study took place in 2015 and focused primarily on the new gTLDs. Moreover, ICANN does not appear to have ever studied the secondary domain name market and its impact on Registries, Registrars, and Registrants.

Any such economic study must include at a minimum the following aspects:

· The decision by ICANN in the early 2000’s to grant all registry operators a presumptive right of renewal in the baseline registry agreement, and the impact it has had on registrar gTLD wholesale prices compared to ccTLD wholesale prices over the last two decades.

· The impact of vertical integration on the domain name marketplace since 2012.

·  The impact of the growing trend of Registrar listing fees imposed on Registry Operators and how it potentially negatively impacts consumers’ choices in the marketplace.

· The evolution of the Registry Service Provider (RSP) marketplace and potential tying arrangements involving vertically integrated domain name companies.

· A cost-benefit analysis of the new gTLDs added to the root as part of the 2012 round, broken down by TLD type (e.g., community, brand, geographic, and standard).

· The secondary domain name market and its impact on Registrants, and the potential imbalance of market power between Registrars and Registries.


ICANN’s repeated failure to undertake such an economic study appears to benefit the contracting parties (registrars and registries). ICANN needs to act in the interests of all internet stakeholders and initiate a comprehensive economic study by the end of 2026.

Administration of the Grant Program is Outside ICANN’s Core Competency as a Technical Coordinating Body and Should Be Delegated to a Competent Third Party
ICANN is currently responsible for administering approximately 230 million dollars in auction proceeds from the 2012 round of new gTLD auctions. In 2025, ICANN announced its first round of grants from these proceeds, totaling up to 9 million dollars[footnoteRef:1]. According to page 6 of the Highlights of the Draft ICANN FY27-31 Operating and Financial Plan and FY27 Operating Plan and Budget it states “Grant Program activities expected to take place in FY26 costing 2 million and $5 million of grants being awarded.” [footnoteRef:2]  [1:  https://www.icann.org/en/announcements/details/icann-announces-first-cohort-of-grant-program-recipients-29-05-2025-en ]  [2:  https://www.icann.org/en/system/files/files/highlights-draft-icann-op-financial-plan-fy2027-2031-op-plan-budget-fy2027-published-2025-en.pdf ] 

A cursory review of best practices in grant administration indicates that the average administrative cost is 5-15% of total grant funds. However, if I am reading the document cited above correctly, ICANN in FY2026 is spending $1.5 on every $5 of grants, whereas in FY2027 it will spend $1.7 on $2.7 dollars. This equates to an administrative percent of 23% in FY2026 and 38% in FY2027. 
These numbers should provide clear and undisputed evidence that ICANN is acting outside its core competency as a technical coordinating body and should transfer these funds to a competent organization to distribute them more efficiently. The reason this is of heightened importance is that the monopoly authority ICANN has exercised in connection with auctions of last resorts in the upcoming 2026 round. In 2012, ICANN collected over 233 million in ICANN auctions of last resort, whereas a private auction resulted in the transfer of over 1 billion dollars. Because ICANN has outlawed private resolution in the 2026 round, ICANN has a de facto monopoly of all contention set auctions and should be conservatively be expected to take in an additional billion dollars. Based on ICANN’s track record to date, the distribution of these grant proceeds can be handled more competently and efficiently by a third party.

Lack of Community Engagement and Why That Matters
Having been involved with ICANN since its incorporation, I have contributed to many previous ICANN budgetary planning cycles.  Sadly, however, the number of community stakeholders that have constructively engaged in this process over the years has dwindled. On the morning of the final submission, only three comments had been submitted, whereas just hours before the close of the comment period, that number had doubled to six.  The question the ICANN Board needs to ask itself is the following: Is the lack of engagement in the public comment period because of: a) ICANN Org has done such a great job that there are no unanswered questions; b) people do not care; c) people care, but they do not feel that their concerns or opinions will be heard; or d) people do not want to voice their opinion for fear of potential retribution. In my opinion, the majority of the community probably falls between b and c. 
With an annual budget of over $160 million and over $400 million under management (Grant Program + Reserve Fund), it is daunting for an individual or organization to make a meaningful contribution. While ICANN allocated approximately 8 weeks for the comment period, 2/3 weeks fell at the end of the year holiday season. Therefore, I went with a Smart Brevity approach with two asks: (1) conduct a long-overdue economic analysis of the domain name marketplace and (2) divest the grant program to a more competent authority. 

Best regards,
Michael Palage

