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Introduction to PIR DNS Abuse Institute

The Domain Name System (DNS) Abuse Institute is tasked with creating outcomes-based initiatives that will 

create recommended practices, foster collaboration, and develop industry-shared solutions to combat the five ar-

eas of DNS Abuse: malware, botnets, phishing, pharming, and related spam. The Instituted was created by Public 

Interest Registry, the registry operator for the .ORG top-level domain.

What is DNS Abuse?

Addressing abuse of the DNS is a critically important issue for the security and stability of the DNS. 

In 2019, a number of domain name registries for generic top level domains (“gTLDs,” such as .ORG), 

country code top level domains (“ccTLDs,” such as .UK), and domain name registrars published a doc-

ument called the “Framework to Address Abuse.” That document builds from the work of the Internet 

and Jurisdiction Policy Network (“I&J”) and defines DNS Abuse, noting:

DNS Abuse is comprised of five broad categories of harmful activity insofar as they intersect with the 

DNS: malware, botnets, phishing, pharming, and spam (when it serves as a delivery mechanism for the 

other forms of DNS Abuse).  The Internet and Jurisdiction Policy Network’s Operational Approaches, 

Norms, Criteria, Mechanisms provides the following definitions for each of these activities:

Malware is malicious software, installed on a device without the user’s consent, which disrupts the 

device’s operations, gathers sensitive information, and/or gains access to private computer sys-

tems. Malware includes viruses, spyware, ransomware, and other unwanted software.
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Botnets are collections of Internet-connected computers that have been infected with malware and 

commanded to perform activities under the control of a remote administrator.

2

Phishing occurs when an attacker tricks a victim into revealing sensitive personal, corporate, or 

inancial information (e.g. account numbers, login IDs, passwords), whether through sending fraud-

ulent or ‘look-alike’ emails, or luring end users to copycat websites. Some phishing campaigns aim 

to persuade the user to install software, which is in fact malware.
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Pharming is the redirection of unknowing users to fraudulent sites or services, typically through 

DNS hijacking or poisoning. DNS hijacking occurs when attackers use malware to redirect victims 

to [the attacker’s] site instead of the one initially requested. DNS poisoning causes a DNS server [or 

resolver] to respond with a false IP address bearing malicious code. Phishing differs from pharm-

ing in that the latter involves modifying DNS entries, while the former tricks users into entering 

personal information.
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Spam is unsolicited bulk email, where the recipient has not granted permission for the message 

to be sent, and where the message was sent as part of a larger collection of messages, all having 

substantively identical content.
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 While Spam alone is not DNS Abuse, it is included as one of the 

key forms of DNS Abuse when it is used as a delivery mechanism for the other four forms of DNS 

Abuse.  In other words, generic unsolicited e-mail alone does not constitute DNS Abuse, but it 

would constitute DNS Abuse if that e-mail is part of a phishing scheme. 
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The DNS Abuse Institute Mission

While progress on DNS Abuse has been made across the industry, not all registries and registrars have the same 

level of resources or time available to combat DNS Abuse. Given this gap and a more general need for  

innovation, education, and collaboration on DNS Abuse across its many stakeholders, Public Interest Registry 

(operator of the .ORG gTLD) has founded the DNS Abuse Institute. 

The Institute will serve as a resource to help the community identify and report DNS Abuse, establish best  

practices, fund research on DNS Abuse, and share data. It will strive to work closely with all DNS Abuse  

stakeholders in the fight against DNS Abuse, including but not limited to technical and security organizations, 

academic organizations, registries, and registrars. 

The Institute also seeks to build upon the foundations laid by the DNS Abuse Framework and I&J to help  

develop meaningful solutions, practices, and shared knowledge to combat DNS Abuse for the betterment of the 

Internet.

Graeme Bunton is the DNS Abuse Institute’s inaugural Director. Graeme joins the  

Institute with 11 years of DNS Policy experience. He served as Head of Policy of Tucows, 

was chair of the Registrar Stakeholder Group for four years, and co-chair of both the 

RRSG Abuse Working Group and the Contracted Party Abuse Working Group. Graeme 

was one of the driving forces in the creation of the Framework to Address Abuse, which 

has more than 50 registry and registrar signatories. 

Graeme currently serves on the Board Directors of The i2Coalition (Internet  

Infrastructure Coalition). He works remotely from Toronto and is an avid cyclist.

The Trusted Source for DNS Information and Resources

The Institute strives to serve as a resource for all interested stakeholders fighting DNS Abuse, whether they are 

registries, registrars, security researchers, or any other interested party. To this end, the Institute will:  

• Maintain a resource library (below) of existing information and practices regarding DNS Abuse identifica-

tion and mitigation. 

• Coordinate educational resources for registries and registrars.

• Publish abuse reporting standards (e.g., what is needed for a “good” notification on abuse).

• Publish resources for “notifiers,” (e.g., parties making referrals on DNS Abuse) that make the notifications 

more actionable. 

• Identify criteria that suggest action on abuse referrals, including consideration of proportionality and collat-

eral damage.

• Publish academic papers and case studies on DNS Abuse.

• Conduct webinars on specific issues relating to DNS Abuse. 
 

Leadership
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What the Industry is Saying

“As the DNS industry participates in these rapidly changing times, we are excited to work with the new DNS Abuse Institute 

to help make the Internet a better place.  We think that Graeme is the right person for the job and look forward to working 

together with the rest of the industry on these thorny problems. Together we all can lead on behalf of the Open Internet.”

- Elliot Noss, CEO, Tucows

“I’d like to congratulate Public Interest Registry for establishing the DNS Abuse Institute.  We hope it will continue to foster 

the necessary dialogue across the range of stakeholders who share the goal of combating DNS abuse, and will eagerly fol-

low the Institute’s work as it develops.” 

- Göran Marby, President and CEO, ICANN 

“DNS Abuse remains a substantial challenge, and it will take a broad range of stakeholders to come together to address it 

collaboratively. I want to thank PIR for leading in this space and launching this new Institute. I believe that the DNS Abuse 

Institute can serve as a central forum for bringing together concerned parties to discuss DNS Abuse and related issues.”

- Steve Crocker, Edgemoor Research Institute, Former Chair ICANN

“The creation of the DNS Abuse Institute is a natural progression from the foundations laid by the work of the Internet and 

Jurisdiction Policy Network’s Domains and Jurisdiction Program and the concrete outcomes its Contact Group produces. 

We look forward to working with the Institute to develop further guidance that can be widely adopted to help address abus-

es through action at the DNS level.  Congratulations to PIR on this substantial achievement, and we wish the Institute the 

best of luck in this worthy endeavor.” 

- Bertrand de La Chapelle, Executive Director, Internet & Jurisdiction Policy Network

“Technical abuse in the DNS is a critical issue that should be addressed by the entire DNS community. We applaud Public 

Interest Registry for its creation of the DNS Abuse Institute. CENTR and its members look forward to participating in broad 

discussions and contributing our expertise on these important topics.”

- Peter Van Roste, General Manager, CENTR 

“Congratulations to PIR for launching the DNS Abuse Institute.  This is a big step in the right direction.  The Institute will 

serve as a catalyst and help bring together actors from across the DNS community to address DNS Abuse in its many forms.  

We look forward to participating in this important effort.”

- David Redl and Fiona Alexander, Salt Point Strategies

“The Global Cyber Alliance is focused on providing businesses and governments the tools they need to slow and stop DNS 

Abuse.  We see the new Institute as highly complementary to our efforts.  It will help bring the DNS community together 

and build alignment about what needs to be done to fight abuse of the DNS.”

- Leslie Daigle, Global Technology Officer, Global Cyber Alliance
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[1] Internet and Jurisdiction, Domains and Jurisdiction: Operational Approaches, Norms, Criteria, Mechanisms (2019) (“I&J Operational  
Approaches”), page 20 at https://www.internetjurisdiction.net/uploads/pdfs/Papers/Domains-Jurisdiction-Program-Operational-Approaches.pdf; see 
M3AAWG & London Action Plan, Operation Safety-Net: best practices to Address Online Mobile and Telephony Threats (2015) (“Operation  
Safety-Net”), at https://www.m3aawg.org/system/files/M3AAWG_LAP-79652_IC_Operation_Safety-Net_Brochure-web2-2015-06.pdf

[2] I&J Operational Approaches at 20; see “A Glossary of Common Cybersecurity Terminology,” National Initiative for Cybersecurity Careers and 
Studies, at: https://niccs.us-cert.gov/about-niccs/glossary#B

[3] I&J Operational Approaches at 20.

[4] Id.; see Entries for DNS hijacking and DNS poisoning in the Kaspersky Lab Encyclopedia, at  
https://encyclopedia.kaspersky.com/glossary/dns-hijacking/

[5] I&J Operational Approaches at 20; see “The Definition of Spam” by The Spamhaus Project, at https://www.spamhaus.org/consumer/definition/

Working Together to Combat DNS Abuse

The Institute strives to serve as a networking forum and a central sharing point across all interested  

stakeholders related to DNS Abuse issues. Collaboration with technical and academic organizations in the DNS 

Abuse, registries, registrars, and security researchers should help enable the entire DNS to be better equipped to 

fight DNS Abuse. The Institute will serve to:

• Facilitate data sharing between parties to allow for prompt identification and action on DNS Abuse. 

• Conduct surveys of registries and registrars at regular intervals on DNS Abuse trends. 

• Coordinate advocacy efforts at the industry, local, and regional levels.

• Host regular seminars, webinars, and conferences for DNS Abuse stakeholders. 

 

Visit the DNS Abuse Institute Online

For the latest DNS Abuse news, information, and events, visit our online home at https://dnsabuseinstitute.org.  

https://www.internetjurisdiction.net/uploads/pdfs/Papers/Domains-Jurisdiction-Program-Operational-Approaches.pdf;
https://www.m3aawg.org/system/files/M3AAWG_LAP-79652_IC_Operation_Safety-Net_Brochure-web2-2015-06.pdf
https://niccs.us-cert.gov/about-niccs/glossary#B
https://encyclopedia.kaspersky.com/glossary/dns-hijacking/
https://dnsabuseinstitute.org

