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CHAPTER OPENER

The Fight Against File Sharing


At the beginning of the twenty-first century, recording companies were in the fight of their lives, and their opponents were primarily college students.  This age group had always been the industry’s best customers, but now they were downloading free music from the Internet.  Computers with high grade speakers and sound cards shook the walls of dormitories and student apartments.  The music was coming from CDs that students had recorded themselves, taking their favorite cuts from dozens of albums, much of which had been downloaded illegally from other students’ Web sites.  The music was irresistible because it was usually sold in expensive CDs, with the profits going to an industry that many students saw as greedy and artists they felt were overpaid.  One pundit insisted that the recording industry was against file swapping because “it infringes on the constitutional right of music execs to overpay themselves.”


College students had always created compilation recordings of their favorite songs, at least since the early days of rock and roll.  They made their compilations first on reel-to-reels, then cassette tapes.  And they would always share them with other students.  The problem with downloading from the Internet, at least from the music industry’s point of view, was that digital files on the Web enabled college students and other music enthusiasts to share with literally millions of others.  And that meant a loss of sales to the industry.  The industry estimated that CD sales declined more than 30 percent overall from 2000 to 2002, while sales of the top ten albums were cut nearly in half, from 60 million to 33 million copies.


The Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA), a trade group, battled the file sharing threat on several fronts.  The RIAA went directly after colleges, threatening administrators on several campuses with legal action if the school’s high-speed, broadband connections to the Internet were used by what they called music pirates.
  It fought to stop the manufacture and sale of handheld digital recorders, such as the Rio, and lost that battle as the courts declared the players could be sold.  It fought to close down unauthorized Web sites that distributed copyrighted music, and, in the case of Napster, won, but then lost against Kazaa and others as the courts found that what the sites were doing was legal, even if some users were using them for illegal purposes.

Finally, in a supreme act of desperation, the industry actually sued their customers, taking hundreds of file-sharers, including college students, to court.  Most of the students settled the lawsuits for a few thousand dollars.   Meanwhile, several legal music sites sprang up, allowing the downloading of a single song for 99 cents, and an album for $9.99.  Penn State contracted with one such service in 2003, providing their students with free downloading as part of their tuition fees.  The recording industry hopes that this is the wave of the future.  
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