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December 04, 2002

AOL losing lots of e-mail

Over the past week or so, I've been getting increasing complaints from AOL users about e-mail that hasn't been getting to them from my mailing lists. In many cases, they're seeing the last part of a conversation, or random messages in the middle of a discussion thread are disappearing. In every case where I've been able to, I've checked my logs, and in every case my logs show that I sent it to AOL and it was accepted. In none of these cases did AOL ever send me an undeliverable notice. 

Some of those users have tried to contact AOL about the problem, and have been greeted with silence or blank stares. 

Because of this, I've been posting the attached piece of email to lists where complaints about these missing messages have been surfacing. I've been getting intermittent complaints about AOL silently not delivering e-mail for weeks. Since the end of November, it's skyrocketed.

tonight, one of my users who subscribes to a busy list via digest chimed in. He was on vacation for two weeks, and downloaded and read everything at once. Overall, there were about 60 digests published in that two week period, each around 25K of text or less. These digests are also sequentially numbered, so he could easily tell that there were ones missing. 

When we were done counting, 1/3 of his digests never arrived. My logs show that they were sent and accepted by AOL. I received zero bounces or other errors for that account from AOL. And it's not a silent quota problem, because he received SOME digests today, but not all.

That's beyond broken. I've known for a while that AOL was flakey, but if a typical user is seeing 1/3 of the email I'm sending him get lost, AOL has a serious problem, and my indications are it's getting worse. 

If you have users on AOL, or are a user on AOL, be warned. It's worse, because AOL won't admit or comment on the problem, to sites sending the email OR its users. It seems to be trying to stonewall on the issue. if you send email to an AOL user, CONFIRM it got there, or ask the user to confirm receipt, and if they don't, resend it., It looks like there's a very good chance it didn't.

To: (an AOL user)
Subject: Re: Digest irregularities? problems?

one message you probably didn't get. Please confirm you got this, or I'll resend it. and resend it. and..

you lost 1/3 of your digests. humph.

If nothing else, thanks for finally give me real data to work with.

----


From: Chuq Von Rospach 
Date: Sun Dec 1, 2002 8:23:05 PM US/Pacific
To: sharks@plaidworks.com
Subject: warning to AOL users 


Okay, I've had two complaints about this tonight, so it's even worse than normal, so I think it's time to spread the word on this...

I posted this note to another mail list recently. All AOL users probably ought to be aware of this.

we're seeing continuing problems with AOL silently accepting email from the lists and then making it disappear. It seems to be something to do with their anti-spam systems. Good luck getting them to acknowledge anything. It started months ago, it's been getting worse for weeks, and it's not just plaidworks, a lot of fellow list admins are seeing it. It just seems to be a generic "AOL eats every Nth message" problem.

As far as anyone can tell, if you're on AOL, a percentage of your mail is not getting to you and disappearing without a trace. not just this list, or plaidworks, or your mailing lists. your email. and it's AOL doing it. Every time someone reports missing mail, I check the logs, and I can find the place where I sent it to AOL and it accepted it just fine.

Begin forwarded message:

From: Chuq Von Rospach 
Date: Sun Dec 1, 2002 8:02:54 PM US/Pacific


Question for you...how come I am only getting some of the posts? I get replies to posts, which I don't get. Do you know a specific reason why that may occur?


yes. aol is very flakey these days.

something I posted to another list this week:

On Thursday, November 28, 2002, at 07:42 PM, xxxx wrote:

I would recommend Earthlink or AT&T Broadband. Earthlink earned top
scores in a recent survey. AOL got only an average score, and I assume that
was a lenient score.

I've been more or less keeping my mouth shut over this whole "messages going missing" thing, since I wanted to keep this list on birds, not geek talk (and because I wasn't sure the server update didn't upset something AOL was looking at -- but when we switched back to the old setup and it still showed missing messages, I knew it wasn't me). Since it's started, though, I'll post one more note adn then shut > up...

Here at plaidworks, I am, pretty literally, my own ISP. The only thing I buy is network, I run everything else myself. I've been that way since 1995. Because of this, I have some idea what places like AOL are going through as far as dealing with the spam problem. It's rough. I used to have my mother's e-mail on AOL, and it drove her crazy and was unreliable. A year ago, I moved her to earthlink, which is the ISP I now use on the road (since I can't take my network with me!) as well, and I've been pretty happy with it. Earthlink's spam system isn't perfect, either, but they allow delivery of flaggest-as-spam to a junk mail folder, where you can double-check their decisions. AOL simply deletes stuff. If they guess wrong, you're dead.

but since I use MacOS and not Windows, I'm very hesitant to make recommendations about software or ISPs to windows users, because the software and support levels can be much different. As someone who does e-mail for a living, though (as well as for a hobby here), I've noticed a large exodus of people from AOL, most of them complaining, and I've noticed increasing problems with mail sent to AOL and with some of the things AOL has built into the system that create problems for non-AOL sites. So I don't recommend AOL at this time to anyone.

ALL ISPs, including my server here, are struggling with the spam problem. Nobody's perfect, so be careful about switching that it's not a frypan/fire thing. The big thing is to know how your ISP handles this stuff and how errors are corrected. With AOL, the response is total silence, and I find that unacceptable. Other ISPs also make mistakes, but try to build systems that give them a fallback that lets you correct that. I wouldn't work with an ISP that doesn't at this point.
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