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RFC Fornmats and Versions
Abst ract

In order to inprove the readability of RFCs while supporting their
archivability, the definitive version of the RFC Series transitioned
fromplain-text ASCII to XM using the RFCXM. vocabul ary; different
publication versions are rendered fromthat base docunent. This
docunent describes how RFCs are published

Thi s docunent obsol etes RFC 7990. This docunment al so updates the
stability policy in RFC 9280.

Status of This Meno

Thi s docunent is not an Internet Standards Track specification; it is
publ i shed for informational purposes.

Thi s docunent is a product of the RFC Series Policy Definition
Process. It represents the consensus of the RFC Series Wrking G oup
approved by the RFC Series Approval Board. Such docunents are not
candi dates for any |level of Internet Standard; see Section 2 of RFC
7841.

I nformati on about the current status of this docunent, any errata,
and how to provide feedback on it nmay be obtained at
https://ww. rfc-editor.org/info/rfc9720

Copyri ght Notice

Copyright (c) 2025 | ETF Trust and the persons identified as the
docunent authors. Al rights reserved.

Thi s docunent is subject to BCP 78 and the | ETF Trust’'s Lega
Provisions Relating to | ETF Documents
(https://trustee.ietf.org/license-info) in effect on the date of
publication of this docunment. Please review these docunments
carefully, as they describe your rights and restrictions with respect
to this document.
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I nt roducti on

"RFC Series Format Requirenents and Future Devel opnent"” [ RFC6949]

di scussed the need to inprove the display of itens such as author
nanes and artwork in RFCs as well as the need to inprove the ability
of RFCs to be displayed properly on various devices. Based on

di scussions with communities of interest, such as the | ETF, the RFC
Series Editor decided to explore a change to the format of the
Series. [RFC7990] was the culmnation of that exploration

Thi s docunent is concerned with the production of RFCs, focusing on
the published docunents. It does not address any changes to the
processes each stream uses to devel op and review their subm ssions
(specifically, how Internet-Drafts are devel oped). Wile |I-Ds have a
simlar set of issues and concerns, directly addressing those issues
for I-Ds should be discussed within each docunent stream

The details described in this docunment are expected to continue to
change over tine as the comunity and the RFC Production Center (RPC)
gain further experience inplenmenting the policies described here.

I mpl enentors of these conponents are advised to avoid assum ng that
all such changes will be backwards comnpati bl e.

.1. Changes to RFC 7990

[ RFC7990] defined a framework for how RFCs woul d be published,

i ncluding new "publication formats" and a new "canonical format". It
tal ked about "the XML file" as if there would only be one XML file
for an RFC because that was the expectation at the tinme [RFC7990] was
published. It also talked about "publication formats" as the
versions of HTM., plain text, and PDF derived fromthe "canonica
format".

After extensive experience with publishing RFCs in the RFCXM format
[ RFC7991], it has been decided that an RFC s XML file can be updated
for narromy limted purposes. This docunment changes [RFC7990] in
significant ways:

* |t defines four terns that replace the use of the term "canonical"
and clarifies "format":

- The "definitive format", which is RFCXM

- The "definitive version", which is a published RFC in the
definitive format

- A"publication format", which is currently one of HTM, plain
text, and PDF

- A "publication version", which is a published RFC in one of the
publication formats

* |1t defines a policy governing how the RFCXM. format changes.

* |t defines a policy for when the definitive version of an RFC can
be updated and ol der definitive versions archived.

* |t defines a policy for when the publication versions of an RFC
can be updated and ol der publication versions archived.



When using the new termnology, it is inmportant to note that
[ RFC7990] used the term"canonical format" to nmean two very different
things. Quoting from RFC 7990:

| Canonical format: the authorized, recognized, accepted, and
| archived version of the docunent

and

| At the highest |level, the changes being made to the RFC format

| involve breaking away fromsolely ASCI| plain text and noving to a
| canonical format that includes all the information required for

| rendering a document into a wi de variety of publication formats.

Thi s docunent uses two terns, "definitive version” and "definitive
format", for the earlier term"canonical format".

Thi s docunent al so makes the follow ng term nol ogy changes:
* |t changes the phrase "xm 2rfc version 3" to "RFCXM."

* |t changes the name of the body that publishes RFCs from"RFC
Editor" to "RFC Production Center" (RPC).

Hi storical text from|[RFC7990], such as Section 2 ("Problem
Statement"), Section 4 ("Overview of the Decision-Mking Process"),
and Section 10 ("Transition Plan"), was purposely omtted fromthis
docunent. Text from[RFC7990] that repeated what was in other RFCs,
particularly Section 8 ("Figures and Artwork") and Section 9
("Content and Page Layout"), was al so renoved.

.2. Changes to RFC 9280
Section 7.6 of [RFC9280] says:
| Once published, RFC Series docunents are not changed
Thi s docunent replaces that sentence with:
| Once published, RFCs may be reissued, but the semantic content of
| publication versions shall be preserved to the greatest extent
| possible.
Thi s docunent al so adds a new policy to Section 7 of [RFC9280]:
7.8. Consistency

|
| RFCs are copyedited, formatted, and then published. They may
| be reissued to maintain a consistent presentation

Sections 2.1 and 3 in this docunent are based on this policy in
[ RFC9280] .

.3. Key Changes fromthe Earlier RFC Process

The first RFC to be published foll owi ng the gui dance of the group of
RFCs described in [ RFC7990] was [ RFC8651], published in October 2019
In the time since then, all published RFCs have foll owed the genera
pl an from [ RFC7990].

At the highest |level, the changes that [RFC7990] nmade to the RFC
format involved breaking away fromsolely ASCI | [RFC20] plain text
and noving to a definitive format that includes all the infornation
required for rendering a docunent into a wide variety of publication
formats. The RPC became responsible for nore than just the plain-
text file and a PDF rendering that was created fromthe plain text at



the time of publication; the RPC now creates the definitive version
and three publication versions of the RFC in order to neet the
di verse requirenments of the comunity.

The final RFCXM. file produced by the RPC is the definitive version
for RFCs; it holds all the information intended for an RFC

Addi tional publication versions (HTM., plain text, and PDF) are al so
publ i shed by the RPC. The publication formats are fully specified in
ot her RFCs.

Definitive Version of an RFC

The definitive version produced by the RPC holds all the information

intended for an RFC. The RPC may change the definitive version of an
RFC over time (that is, change the XM. file), as described in

Section 2.1. See [RFC7991] for the original conplete description of

RFCXM_.

The XML may contain SVG line art, as originally described in

[ RFC7996]. That SVG will al so appear in the HTM. publication
version. The XML may contain non-ASCI| characters, as originally
described in [RFC7997]. These characters will appear in all the
publication versions.

The definitive version nmust contain all information necessary to
render the specified publication versions; any question about what
was intended in the publication will be answered fromthis file. It
is self-contained with all the semantic content known at publication
time. For instance, all features that reference externally defined

i nput are expanded. It does not contain src attributes for <artwork>
or <sourcecode> elenents. It does not contain coments or processing
i nstructions.

.1. Updating the Definitive Version of an RFC

RFCs may be reissued, as described in Section 1.2. Such changes nust
preserve the semantics expressed in the original RFC. Reasons to
make such changes include updates to the RFCXM. schema, errors

di scovered in the XM., and changes to the tooling used to generate
the publication versions of the definitive version of the RFC. The
RPC wi Il keep a public record of when it reissues any RFC and give a
short description of its reasoning for each change.

.2. Expected Updates to RFCXM.

It is anticipated that [ RFC7991] will be updated. Updates to the
RFCXML. specification that are applied to existing RFCs shoul d
preserve the semantics expressed in the original RFC to the greatest
extent possible. The goal of limting changes only to syntax is to
preserve the senmantic neani ng encoded in the published docunent.

This policy does not require that updates to RFCXM. avoid all risk of
i ntroduci ng semantic changes to existing RFCs. Instead, considering
the potential for semantic changes, taking steps to understand the
risk of a semantic change (either deliberate or inadvertent), and
limting associated risks are the only requirenents.

Publ i cati on Versions

The RPC is permitted but not required to reissue publication versions
of an RFC, as described in Section 1.2. |In deciding whether to
update the publication versions of an RFC, the RPC will take into
account both the risk of semantic changes and consi stency of the

Seri es.

XML format errors and better design choices have been di scovered by



the community since the first RFCs were published using the RFCXM.
format. Wen the XM. in a definitive version changes, the
publication versions may change, even if this mght not result in
observabl e differences. Simlarly, as production tools change,
publication versions may be regenerated to ensure a consi stent
present ati on.

4. Archived Docunents

The RPC will keep an archived set of all definitive versions of RFCs
as well as archived sets of the publication versions for an RFC t hat
were previously published. These archived sets must be avail abl e
usi ng the sane access nethods as for current definitive and
publication versions. Every archived set shall record the date that
a definitive and/ or publication version was created or reissued.

When the RPC archives definitive and publication versions, it does so
in a manner that allows themto be found by people who want the
hi storical (as conpared to current) files

Thi s docunent does not specify how archives are naintai ned or how
archived docunents m ght be | ocated or identified. The nethods for
storage and access will be determned by the RPC in consultation with
the technical community.

5. 1 ANA Consi derati ons
Thi s docunent has no | ANA acti ons.
6. Security Considerations

Al'l ow ng changes to the definitive version and publication versions
of RFCs introduces risks. A significant risk is that unintended
changes coul d occur in either the definitive version or publication
versions of an RFC as a result of an editing error. In addition,
uni nt ended changes may be introduced into a publication version when
it is regenerated fromthe definitive version. This may result in
the corruption of a standard, practice, or critical piece of

i nformati on about a protocol, which nay harmthe reputation of the
RFC Seri es.

The RPC is expected to identify, track, and actively mtigate risks
i ntroduced by this new policy.
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