
Migration of direct SWITCH clients 

Summary of the information session held on 11 March 2014 for the 
.ch partners/ registrars  

1 Introduction 

This session set out to achieve two goals: to brief the SWITCH partner registrars about the changes to 

the legal framework and the process planned for migrating direct SWITCH clients to them, and to 

canvass their opinions about the planned modalities of this migration. 

2 Domain name management – New legal framework 

Dieter von Reding (OFCOM) introduced the new legal provisions planned in the draft domain names 

ordinance (DNO), which is currently the subject of a public consultation running until 17 April 2014.  

The legal framework governing the .ch domain will leave the ordinance on addressing resources in the 

telecommunications sector (ORAT) to be incorporated into the new ordinance (DNO), which, 

according to the draft plan, is to enter into force on 1 January 2015 at the latest.  

The DNO will enshrine the separation of the registry and registrar functions for .ch.  The registry 

function will continue to be delegated by the Confederation and will be put out for competitive 

tendering for the period following the expiry of the current contract with SWITCH.  The registry will be 

required to enter into a contract with all the registrars who meet the criteria defined in the DNO.  Retail 

prices will no longer be regulated.  However, the registrars will be required to make an offer for the 

registration of a .ch domain name without any other service.  They must also have a postal address in 

Switzerland.  

Transitional provisions are planned for the period between the point at which the DNO takes effect and 

the new system becomes operational.  In fact, the planned modifications may not be implemented in 

full until 31 March 2015, when the SWITCH delegation contract ends.  This contract may therefore be 

extended to mid-2018 at the latest. SWITCH will no longer be able to accept direct clients as soon as 

the DNO enters into force.  Subscriptions valid on this date and which conclude more than three 

months after the entry into force of the DNO will not be renewed. Before the end of their subscriptions 

the clients must compulsorily enter into a contract with a new registrar, or their domain name will be 

revoked.  

3 Mandate for the MIGRATION project 

Olivier Girard (OFCOM) introduced the activities of the working group that he leads.  This collaborative 

working group with members from OFCOM and SWITCH was created to plan and monitor the 

migration of some 4,500,000 direct SWITCH clients, who jointly hold about 1.2 million .ch domain 

names.  A comparable migration affecting the .li domain names had given rise to certain criticisms that 

will be taken into account in the future.  OFCOM therefore wished to firmly place in context the 

migration of the .ch domain names.  

The working group firstly defined the migration scenario and its timeline.  It briefed the SWITCH 

partners about this today. It also developed the concept of communication in relation to the different 

audiences concerned (direct SWITCH clients, registrars, the general public).  SWITCH clients in 

particular will be subject to a clearly defined language discipline. 
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Equality of treatment of all the registrars is one of the basic principles governing the working group.  

The latter will also seek to ensure that the direct clients will not have their domain names migrated 

without their express agreement (opt-in).  Finally, it will draw up a clear communiqué tailored to each 

audience.  In addition, it will seek to spread the workloads in order to avoid compromising the smooth 

running of the .ch domain names system throughout this period.   

The working group has met on five occasions since November 2013.  Following today’s information 

session, it will consolidate the work done by the end of March, taking into account, as far as possible, 

those comments made by the participants.  The implementation and communication plans must then 

be finalised between now and the end of April 2014. 

The working groups are basing themselves in principle on the current version of the draft DNO.  If the 

public consultation should lead to modifications of the latter, then the migration process should clearly 

take account of this and adapt to these modifications.  But the central point – the strict separation of 

the registry and registrar functions – remains unchallenged and it would be wise to prepare for this 

straight away in the most appropriate manner. 

4 Presentation of specific solution approaches 

Urs Eppenberger (SWITCH) set out the migration process as defined by the working group on the 

basis of the draft DNO.  

As soon as the DNO enters into force, SWITCH will no longer accept any new direct clients. For 

clients who already have a domain name, however, a migration process is in place.  

In the transitional phase provided for in the DNO, the client will receive from SWITCH, three months 

before the expiry of their subscription, the main information (in the form of a letter), inviting them to 

change registrar as their contract cannot be renewed.  During this three-month period, different 

channels will be used to contact the client if they do not respond.  On the expiry date of their 

subscription, if they have not migrated their domain name, the client will find that the domain name 

has been revoked (removal of the DNS and the WHOIS).  For three months following this date, the 

domain name will not however be available for new registration by anyone else.  During this so-called 

catch up period, the client will still have access to their account, but cannot carry out any procedures 

other than a transfer, which enables the domain name to be reactivated.  

The new subscription will commence on the expiry date of the old one in order to ensure continuity.  In 

this way, the client continues to hold the domain name without interruption, even if the domain name 

has gone into an inactive phase during the catch-up period.  This precaution avoids having to address 

legal questions such as “ownership” of the domain name during this inactive phase.  SWITCH 

therefore invoices the client’s new partner only for the normal wholesale price retroactively from the 

date on which the domain name was revoked. 

This system already operates in a similar manner if a client does not settle their subscription invoice.  

The period during which the registry may then reassign a domain name to a client after revocation – 

provided that this customer has paid the invoice prior to the domain name being put back on the 

market – is in this case only two weeks. 

How does the migration system work from the client’s point of view?  When they receive the main 

information, they must log-on to their account, select a partner from the list published there, request a 

transfer code and send this to the selected partner.  An additional function makes it possible for the 

client to receive a single transfer code for several domains. Each client only receives the main 

information once, even if they have several domain names with different expiry dates.  

In relation to the timescale, the first clients concerned will be those whose subscriptions expire four 

months after the DNO enters into force. SWITCH must be able to rely on the new legal framework in 

order to carry out its operations smoothly.  Every month, SWITCH will then contact a new “tranche” of 

clients whose subscriptions are about to expire, until all the clients have been advised.  Experience 

with the first tranche will make it possible to improve communications with the next tranche as 

appropriate. 
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An alphabetical list of migration partners will be published on www.nic.ch and in the client user 

account, and will be sent by post to the client along with the main information.  It will be limited only to 

the partners, who will have to expressly enrol. The information given consists of the name of the 

partner, its logo, its postal address and a link to its website (or a page determined by language, if 

preferred).  

The partners may then proceed directly with the clients, relying on the SWITCH communication 

concept, which will be available to them in advance.  

The timing for implementing this migration depends on the date on which the DNO enters into force. 

The partners will receive the documentation from SWITCH five months before this date.  The process 

ends 18 months after the DNO enters into force by unblocking the last domain name.  

5 Exchanges with the participants 

The need to migrate direct SWITCH clients was recognised by all the partners present.  The relevance 

of the process proposed by the working group is, however, raising some concerns among the 

partners. Criticisms relate in particular to the following aspects: 

Risks associated with the revocation of the domain names 

The discussions dealt mainly with the fears linked to the revocation of the domain names that will not 

have been transferred in time.  The partners present regarded the risk of seriously harming some 

clients by revoking their domain names, even for a short period, as high.  For some companies, the 

decommissioning of their website and the associated e-mail addresses could prove fatal.  In the case 

of serious problems, the media could pick up on this and there could be reactions at the political level.  

Neither can the possibility of clients making claims for damage be ruled out. 

Information difficult to pass on 

The partners present did not cast doubt on the willingness of the clients.  However, they are of the 

opinion that the information that SWITCH will send them will not be effective for a good number of 

clients: the risk is that the letters will be regarded as advertising material and will be thrown away 

unread; the clients run the risk of being overlooked and not understanding what is expected of them; in 

companies, the letters may arrive at the wrong office and be lost; in general, the person receiving the 

letter is often not the one who should act on it etc. 

According to the experience of those partners who expressed a view, the only way to get the client to 

react is to encourage them through the wallet.  The threat of a high invoice would stimulate them to 

learn what must be done and to act in time.  There would however always be a percentage that would 

opt to pay the charge, which does not make it possible to eliminate the problem.  The requirement for 

a payment to exit the catch-up period should moreover be legitimised on a legal basis.  

A potential problem for the hosting providers 

Another issue raised is the fact that a client could find their internet site or e-mail address is out of 

service – and does not understand why – and does not initially contact SWITCH or the registrars, or 

even OFCOM, but their hosting provider. A large proportion of hosting providers is not directly 

concerned by this migration and is therefore not prepared to handle the flow of complaints that could 

be directed towards them. It would then be difficult to involve them so that they could pass on the 

information to their clients as most of them are not partners/registrars and will not in principle be 

interested. 

Options and propositions to reduce the shock 

One partner suggested simplifying the transfer process for the client, which would be theoretically 

possible today.  It would be a question of modifying the client account page so that the client would 

only have to select a new registrar and inform SWITCH of this.  SWITCH would then send the client’s 
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data to the new registrar, who would contact the client in order to welcome them. The client would only 

have to make a mouse click in order to confirm their agreement, without using a transfer code or going 

through customer service. 

One proposal was to spread the revocation process over a longer period of time, in order to avoid 

creating an avalanche of reactions at the end of each month when a series of subscriptions all expire 

at the same time. 

The sending of registered letters was also suggested.  Given the volume of clients, this option would 

have substantial financial consequences for the project budget. 

Another suggestion would be to put up an information page for the attention of visitors to the site 

whose domain names have been revoked.  This option could however have some undesirable effects. 

It is furthermore suggested that SWITCH should put in place a hotline or other measures which enable 

clients, registrars or hosting providers to reactivate the site very rapidly, in order to enable internet 

sites and e-mail services with these domain names to be returned to service. 

Revocation versus registrar of last resort 

Some partners proposed setting up a registrar of last resort to which the domain names that have not 

migrated by the revocation date would be sent automatically.  This option would have the great 

advantage of achieving the first goal quickly, i.e. that of separating SWITCH from all its direct clients in 

time, and avoiding any abrupt decommissioning of internet sites and e-mail addresses (unless 

revocation does finally take place).  It nevertheless raises a substantial number of issues and 

questions: Who would this registrar of last resort be? OFCOM?  A partner?  SWITCH?  Is it realistic to 

launch a competitive tender for this task in so little time?  What conditions would the clients be subject 

to?  For how long would these clients be transferred without their consent?  How should clients be 

encouraged to migrate to an alternative registrar in good time?  

How should equality of treatment among stakeholders be ensured when allocating such a task, 

whatever the solution to be adopted? Would it still lead to revocation and what rules would be adopted 

in this case? All these questions should be answered before a registrar of last resort could be 

established.  

At the heart of concerns: equality of treatment between registrars 

More generally, the partners called for equality of treatment at all levels throughout the migration 

process. This aspect is also close to OFCOM’s heart, which it has anchored in the draft DNO. This is 

why OFCOM is monitoring the process and its implementation from start to finish.  A partner becoming 

aware of inequality could also flag this up to OFCOM.  For its part, SWITCH expressed its interest in 

avoiding any legal proceedings, particularly in order to calmly prepare its candidacy for the new 

delegation of the registry function. 

Taking the registrars’ views into account 

One partner proposed incorporating one or more representatives of the partners into the working 

group.  This is not envisioned for reasons of equality of treatment, but the partners can express their 

views and their suggestions in good time in writing to OFCOM (address: secretariat-

tc@bakom.admin.ch).  It is also possible to write directly to the members of the working group who 

have made presentations today. (olivier.girard@bakom.admin.ch; dieter.vonreding@bakom.admin.ch; 

caroline.sauser@bakom.admin.ch; urs.eppenberger@switch.ch). 

6 Further action 

The working group will finalise the processes between now and the end of April 2014.  In doing so, it 

will take into account the comments and the above suggestions. OFCOM will then inform the partners. 

In parallel, the public consultation on the draft DNO is open until 17 April 2014, and OFCOM invites 

the partners to comment within the timescale set.  
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