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I keep reading that the music and film industries are simply trying to protect their 

property, but that is spite of valiant efforts, the flow of P2P is not yet under control. 

Others argue that dollars coming in are what ultimately matters, and that music 

industry sales are going back up (from the post-Napster lows); they point to a 

Canadian study released recently that purported to show that P2P users were as likely 

to buy CDs as non P2P users.i  

 

While opinions and studies--both the data they use and their analysis--are open to 

disagreement, the fact remains that the laws of physics that applied to the sale of 

physical copies of records, CDs and the like do not seem to apply to the Internet, 

which seems counterintuitive to market experts trying to apply traditional rules such 

as scarcity of supply.  There is no scarcity of supply here. Nor are traditional laws of 

pricing of physical goods directly applicable because the market for authorized music 

is competing with “free.” 

 

What is needed, then, is a shift similar to the shift to “quantum physics.” Let us call it 

“quantum market economics” for the music industry. The first law of this new 

environment, as I have argued in a number of past publications, is that value of an 

information object on the Internet is not derived from its scarcity but rather from the 

fact that those who value it most will find it.ii This explains the tremendous value of 

companies like Google, at least as far as its traditional role as “finder” of information 

objects is concerned.  It is also the core of most Web 2.0 business models.  The music 

industry has been very slow and late in its efforts to adapt to this new environment, 

                                                
1 Acting Dean, University Research Chair in Intellectual Property and Osler Professor of Law, Faculty 
of Law (Common Law), University of Ottawa. This paper is based on part of Chapter 1 of COLLECTIVE 

MANAGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT AND RELATED RIGHTS (Kluwer Law/Aspen, 2006). See 
www.collectivemanagement.net.  
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and its efforts thus far have been insufficient, and not reflective of the qualitative and 

quantitative magnitude of the shift. 

 

I want to explore three trends that may affect the future of collectives in this changing 

environment. Note, first, that I am talking here as an observer who believes in the 

future of copyright collectives. Second, my approach is not prescriptive. I am not 

advocating a particular future, I am just trying to identify trends I see happening. 

 

First trend: the discourse about “property.” This discourse is rhetorically useful 

because when you say that someone is stealing your property, it  has both cultural and 

political resonance. However, as far as P2P is concerned, it is falling mostly on deaf 

ears outside of the US Congress and a few other legislative bodies. This results in part 

from the shift to Web 2.0 economics. Yet is has other, normative roots, namely the the 

progressive shift to, and alignment with, trade, which began in the United States in the 

1980s though section 301 of the Trade Act
iii and culminated at the multilateral level in 

the WTO TRIPS Agreement. This alignment had two important consequences.   First, 

trade law is pragmatic, something illustrated by fuzzy notions under WTO law as 

“nullification or impairment” of benefits or the doctrine of “reasonable expectations.” 

Second, international trade remedies are generally predicated on a showing of actual 

adverse impact on trade, and the protection of intellectual property by trade rules does 

not seem to mesh with its ideological defense as a “property” right.  When someone is 

trespassing on your land,  you don’t have to show that there is an adverse impact. In 

trade law, you do, and the piracy data, which basically multiplies unauthorized copies 

with full market value, is not particularly useful in this context. It fails to 

acknowledge the market and normative shifts identified above. 

 

When in the house of trade, the buffet of law & economics awaits.  There have been 

clear signs of this shift. For instance, economic theory took center stage in the Eldred 

case in the US Supreme Court.iv It is also behind suggestions for new forms of 

protection that are more apt to fulfill the “function” of copyright.  Economists seek to 

discourage appropriation while limiting protection to an optimal level – that is, not 

protect beyond what is necessary to attain the objectivev of avoiding both excessive 

rent-seeking and free-riding.vi  The focus of copyright theory has thus shifted at least 

in part from the traditional fight against piracy, whose aim is to minimize 
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unauthorized uses, to am economic focus which many believe should be to maximize 

authorized uses.  In other words, the right question is how you get as many people to 

pay for music, not how you make sure no one listens without paying. How many 

dollars pour into the system, not how many copies are made. There is a world of 

difference here. 

 

Second trend: Increasingly the legal norms do not mesh with the social norms at 

play. As survey after survey has shown, copyright, when decoupled from a physical 

object, is not treated the same way as personal property. To put it bluntly, stealing a 

CD from a store and seen much more widely as something reprehensible than 

downloading a song without paying. The massive enforcement efforts deployed by the 

music industry are another sign of a lack of internalization of the norms.  Legalism 

breeding compliance over purpose.  

 

Users are not naïve. Most know that the law forbids them to upload files to a server or 

make them available on a P2P network. But until and unless user-friendly legal 

solutions allow access on as good as basis as the illegal offerings, the problem will 

remain.  The temptation of the Internet, with its enormous power to transform, or even 

transcend, a model of distribution deemed obsolete by many (pop) music consumers, 

is simply too strong. 

 

Third and last trend I want to mention. This one puts the current debates in 

historical perspective. It shows that copyright was not originally designed to deal with 

consumers. Until the mid 1990as, users of copyrighted “content” were not part of the 

copyright equation. That is from 1710 (the first copyright statute in England until 10 

years ago, copyright was not a significant preoccupation for consumers and other end-

users.  The proof is in the many exceptions in national laws related to private use, 

private copyingvii and the rule of exhaustion of the right after the sale of a copy.viii 

Copyright was mainly used to make transactions between authors, publishers, 

producers, and distributors possible, and of course also to fight professional piracy. 

End users of copyrighted goods rarely if ever had to accept a contract before having 

access to a work. When a book or recording was purchased, there was certainly a sales 

contract (generally unwritten), but not a contract concerning use (equitable or not) of 

the book or recording.   
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With the Internet, users have become a full part of a copyright equation that a priori 

was not designed to include them. This raised two series of problems: first, copyright 

and the contracts ruling it were redirected towards end-users. Users who download a 

file must now routinely accept (by clicking the “I Accept” button) a contract that often 

forbids them from reusing the work in ways that would be otherwise permitted by 

law.ix There may also be Technological Protection Measures (TPMs) and then laws 

such as the Digital Millennium Copyright Act
x
 or the Information Society Directive,xi 

both based on the WIPO Copyright Treaty and the WIPO Performances and 

Phonograms Treaty, which protect against circumvention of the TPM. 

 

This is a source of tension specific to the digital environment, and more particularly 

the Internet. Previously, users had a margin of freedom, recognized by law and 

forming an integral part of copyright’s internal equilibrium. This margin was reduced 

for the stated reason that users abused it or, at least, that certain private uses or reuses 

have had a negative impact on the market.xii But nonprofessional  users quickly 

became aware of constraints that they had rarely noticed up to then: all the “trust” that 

had been placed in them via rules and exceptions concerning private use were gone. 

They saw their role changed from that of consumer and user to that of budding pirate. 

Studies in the area of social norms show that this may change attitudes about being 

“good citizens” and may even induce marginal behavior.xiii 

 

An additional problem that copyright now faces as a result is that those end-users 

have rights, such as privacy and consumer protection. Copyright will have to fight 

normative battles against those rights after it removed itself from the protection as 

property to claim protection under trade law.  This is just beginning, but it may be 

safe to say that saying no and enforcing it won’t become any easier. 

 

So what should collectives do? 

 

Since 1999, I have been advocating a system whereby users would pay to have access 

to software client that would give them access to a repertory--of music or videos or 

something else. The client would track usage and report anonymously to a central 
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server.  The client would only work if a monthly fee was paid. This is technologically 

very easy to do. The network would also be free of spoofed files via this client. 

 

I want to suggest one reasonably straightforward instantiation. A very significant 

portion of unauthorized access to music in North America happens on university and 

college campuses.  Of course, one can sue, and sue, and sue.  It may reduce the 

number of downloads somewhat, but does it increase revenue? The trends over the 

last six years speak for themselves. 

 

Imagine that university students would pay a student copyright fee of, say, $5/month, 

even on a purely voluntary basis.  Do the math. This would generate more net 

revenue, with no distribution cost, than the industry is taking in now. 

 

Currently, the industry’s eggs are almost exclusively in the single download with 

TPM model.  What we have is a “by-the-drink” model and a free illegal “open bar” 

model. Based on the trends identified above, I think this will be gradually replaced 

with TPM free or very loose TPMs, because of users’ reluctance to embrace control-

based models.xiv  Digital is currently about 16% of income and that is far better than 

zero of course, but I suggest that it could be 50 times higher.  And then of course, 

majors must renegotiate with a dominant player, namely iTunes and their percentage 

of incoming financial streams may be affected.   

 

Perhaps it is too late to move to a “controlled open bar” (by which I mean download 

but with the option to save and share within a network), but I think consumers would 

welcome it.   It may very well still happen and there are start-ups trying to make 

something it happen. There are experiments going on, but on a picayune scale 

compared to what it should be, and should have been, and meanwhile probably 

billions are left on the table. 

 

Of course, collectives can thrive. Any such system would require a central collective 

mechanism to process the usage data, provide guarantees about anonymity and 

privacy protection. And be able to aggregate and report data so that money could flow 

to the proper rights holders.  Who better than a collective? 
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