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The Digital Age has brought many benefits and many problems, in part because digital technology enhances communications. We can contact more people in more places with more things faster than we can imagine. Two of those things are music and video. Anyone who has a digital copy of a song can easily provide a copy to anyone else. Until recently, if you had an audio tape of a song, it was not considered a problem if you made a copy for yourself or someone you knew. Part of the reason no one cared was due to the difficulty of making a large number of copies. There is just so far a friend will go. With the advent of the Internet, standardized file compression format and a few creative people, music sharing among people across the planet has become a major issue.

The issue is so big, that the recording industry is suing college students, threatening colleges, inserting phony copies of music into the clickstream and plotting to break into the computers of everyone on the network. They see billions of dollars at stake and the possibility of an entire industry crashing to the ground. Part of their strategy is to use public relations to its utmost. The kids who are sharing files containing copyrighted material are labeled pirates and thieves. Major pop stars like Britney Spears and Metallica have appeared in television advertisements trying to persuade viewers that by giving away a copy of your music, they are losing money. The Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) claim that they are losing billions of dollars as a result.
Time for a reality check. First, I am not a lawyer, second this is my opinion. Copyright laws have been around for quite a while. They are intended to provide protection to intellectual property in a way similar to real property in that there are legal definitions which mean you may own, buy, sell and license the property. The copyright has a time limit associated with it, which used to mean that the creator would see the right expire before the creator expired. Since copyrights are now owned in large part by corporations, the time limit has been extended far past the lifetime of the creator. In this sense, the copyright rules have been adjusted to the changing times.

The changing times are the source of today's problems. Digital technology not only provides the means, but it also is part of a changing culture. The RIAA does not want to participate in the new culture. They are either unwilling or unable to come up with new business models to succeed in the new world. They are so desperate to hold onto the old way of doing business that they are willing to engage in lies and illegal behavior. One example of the truth being stretched is that they are losing money due to a drop in CD sales because of file sharing. The fact is they produced less CDs, so the overall sales numbers are lower, but the profit per CD title is actually up. 

 Napster, Kazaa, Grokster, Morpheus, Bear Share and Direct Connect are some of the better known file sharing organizations in the peer-to-peer world. They approach the problem differently, with different results. Napster was one of the first, most successful and had the biggest fall. Napster was a centralized server operation that became a target for lawyers. Kazaa is one the other big operations, but they are more distributed with offices outside the US, making it much more difficult for the lawyers. In fact, Kazzaa, and others have had some recent success in the courtroom.

The real problem is that the industry is using the heavy hammer of the lawsuit against its main customer base instead of thinking up better ways to adapt. For example, Apple computer has just opened up a web site that sells music files for $0.99 with almost unrestricted use and copying privileges, but only for Apple computer users. This may not be the final answer, but it is better approach than turning our kids into criminals for sharing music. There are more ideas waiting to be uncovered to deal with the changing times. Moreover, the changing times are continuing to change at an ever increasing pace. Nanotechnology, where machines are the size of pinheads and even smaller, is beginning to hit the mainstream. Clothing will soon be made of stuff that is technology based instead of fabric based. The potential for storing music as part of your clothing is a real possibility. This would make it very difficult for the RIAA to pursue the music pirates when just standing near someone would allow for a file transfer. 
Unfortunately for the recording industry, technological advances will outstrip their ability to control recordings in the near future. The collateral damage from the tactics employed until they accept the new realities will be extensive. The artists on the other hand can adapt more quickly, for example, by using the technology to distribute their music, gaining market share directly. They will make their money from public performances. The technology advances allow for more individual control of communications, so a large recording industry is no really required anymore. The lessons of history should be respected.

When jukeboxes were put into public places, the recording industry at the time fought the idea until a settlement was reached. Television, video tapes, etc, etc, were all resisted, but we have survived and prospered in spite of them. Today, we are experiencing a greater revolution, but we will be fine once it settles down. It is all about the money. Once that is taken care of, we will once again enjoy the fruits of progress. 

Bob welcomes your comments at dvn@coldrain.net

