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Almost every college student around the world has probably downloaded at least a few hundred songs off the internet. Everyone thinks that downloading a few free songs doesn’t hurt anyone, but if we take into account the sheer volume of songs being downloaded, digital piracy of intellectual property results in a loss of somewhere between $12.5 billion to $20 billion. Digital piracy may allow an individual to download the music, movies or games of his choice but it hurts not only the creator but also the economy in general. Very recently, the founders of thepiratebay.com were taken to court for this very reason. Through this website, people are able to download music, movies and games for free through peer-to-peer sharing. The founder Peter Sunde, along with the other three co-defendants, was ordered to pay a fine of $3.6 million and serve a year in prison.  “In a video posted online after the Swedish judge's verdict, Sunde held up a handwritten sign saying, "I owe u 31000000 SEK," referring to the fine of $3.6 million that he and three co-defendants were ordered to pay. At the bottom of the sign was scrawled "J/K" -- just kidding.” (Wong). Sunde also claimed that he wouldn’t and couldn’t pay the fine. 
Websites such as thepiratebay.com are the entertainment and gaming industries’ biggest enemies. Due to this piracy or theft, makers of the games, songs or music don’t get the income they rightfully deserve for their efforts. It is almost impossible for countries by themselves to do anything about such piracy because it usually occurs across countries. Digital piracy can be described as the unauthorized use of materials without the consent or permission of the owner of the property. The unauthorized distribution and reproduction of such materials is piracy. 

Many countries and organizations have set up laws against such theft. French lawmakers are currently trying to pass a law that would create the world’s first internet surveillance system for piracy. Through this law it would be possible for Internet Service Providers to disconnect customers who are found guilty of committing digital piracy. The proposal is called the “Creation et Internet” or the three strikes. This law would permit the music and film industries to hire private companies to detect digital piracy committed by individual users. If any such action is detected a three step action process occurs. For the first offense, the agency would send a warning e-mail to the user. If a second offense occurs within a time span of three months of the first offense, a second warning would be sent by certified mail. If a third offense occurred within a year, the service provider would have to discontinue service to the user.

According to industry figures, piracy costs the French economy about $1.3billion each year. This law has received a low of support from the French music and film establishment. “This law is definitely overdue and it’s only a fair and proportionate response to a major problem,” said Marc Guez, the managing director of the French Society of Phonographic Producers, which represents recording companies. “Our members are losing more than 500 million euros a year in sales.” (O’Brien). According to the International Federation of Phonographic Industry, 95% of all songs downloaded from the internet within the last year were illegal downloads and totally cost the industry about $12.8 billion. 


Piracy surveillance systems have been discussed in numerous countries but so far, France is the only one to take any initiative. On April1st, Sweden implemented the Intellectual Property Rights Enforcement Directive took effect which allows industry groups to take action against copyright piracy. The law allows copyright owners to force Internet Service Providers to provide details of users sharing files. Figures from Swedish sources claim that internet traffic fell about 33% from 120Gbps to about 80Gbps on the same day the law was enforced. Even though this fall was only temporary, it showed how people were afraid of being caught and punished. The owners of thepiratebay.com were brought to court through this very law.

The United Stated Government has put in place a plan called Strategy Targeting Organized Piracy. STOP, however, targets piracy of goods rather than digital products. However, in February 2004, the FBI announced that they would be putting extra focus on digital piracy. "To combat this crime, the FBI will continue to work with local, state and federal law enforcement as well as private sector groups to target and dismantle these criminal organizations," said FBI Assistant Director Jana Monroe. (Borland). Monroe also claimed that digital piracy was number 3 on their priorities after terrorism and counterintelligence. The announcement did show that the United States lawmakers are taking digital piracy seriously but at the same time arrests or any other real legal action is very rare. Their efforts are focused more on large scale operations rather than individual users. However, if the demand for such products is not addressed it would be impossible to cut down the supply. The reason for this is that even if lawmakers are able to prosecute a few thousand suppliers, there would be even more springing up every day. 

The European Union has enforced a law called the Enforcement Directive which proposes tough punishments on those guilty of digital piracy. The directive deals with enforcement of rights of intellectual property and protects owners against counterfeiting and unlawful use. The directive also helps copyright owners to take legal action against those who indulge in the piracy. However, the directive can only be used if the infringement is considered “serious” and it can only be considered serious if carried out intentionally and for commercial use. It can not be used for minor offences such as downloading music for private use. Hence, this directive isn’t really effective enough as it doesn’t really enforce laws on private consumers. 

However, digital piracy has a much big hold on low income countries such as China and India. People in these countries cant always afford to pay the true price of products. Hence, pirated material is a much easier option for them to avail of. In December 2007 Yahoo China was brought to public attention for digital piracy. A court in Beijing upheld the ruling that Yahoo China was infringing on copyright laws by allowing pirated music to be downloaded. Yahoo holds only about 44% of Yahoo China where as the other 56% is held by a Chinese internet company alibaba.com. China is viewed as one of the biggest sources of pirated music and movies. Although Chinese law reforms have helped in reducing the number of offenders and in catching the offenders, significant measures are still required for any change to occur. The International Federation of Phonographic Industries or IFPI claims that “search services from sites such as Yahoo China and Baidu, which connect users to hundreds of thousands of pirated music tracks, are "a huge drain on efforts to develop a legitimate music market in China." (Reardon). They also claim that 99% of all music downloaded in china violates copyright laws. Despite the large population and the huge potential in the music industry in China, the music sales in China only amounted to about $76 million or 1% of the entire global recorded music market. 


In 2005 Sony BMG said it is distributing a free software patch to reveal hidden files that automatically installed to hard drives when some of its music CDs were played on personal computers. The offending technology was designed to thwart music piracy. They came under severe criticism for their actions but at the end of the day they were only looking after their own interests. Since there were no laws really protecting their intellectual property, they were doing it on their own. Private companies aren’t really protected by law to take action against offenders and so they took matter into their own hands. Of course, they did violate other peoples’ right to privacy but only because other people were violating their intellectual property right. 

If lawmakers don’t start taking digital piracy more seriously, it wont be long before the music and entertainment industry dies. The new X-men movie which is scheduled for release on May 1st is already available online and has been for a few weeks absolutely free. Producers claim that it isn’t the final cut and that the ending has been changed but really they are just trying to keep people from watching it online. There have to be harsher sentences and punishments of those found guilty of piracy of any sort. At the end of the day we are only hurting ourselves and the entire economy in general. Music piracy costs around $12 billion every year. However, action has to be taken on an international scale rather than a small national level. The reason for this is that most of these offenses occur between countries and it is essential for organizations such as the World Intellectual Property Organization to start taking strict action against offenders rather than just educating the public on what copyrights mean and how to protect themselves. Action has been taken in Europe primarily by France and Sweden, but the rest of the world needs to follow. This has to begin with high income countries such as the United States and United Kingdom and must eventually spread to low income countries such as India and China.  
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