16 November 2005
APIG Secretariat
23 Palace Street
London
SW1E 5HW

Dear Sirs

Further to the bulletin in the November 16th 2005 issue of the on-line newsletter Silicon.com, I am pleased to see that you are looking into the concerns regarding Digital Rights Management (DRM).

I am a 37 year old disabled man who uses a wheelchair, I rely on a mp3 player (not an Ipod) for my music while travelling, obviously being in a wheelchair, the carrying around of several CD’s in addition to all the other items I require would be seriously cumbersome.

At present I have been lucky, all my music I have been able to successfully copy over to the computer, using the format that wanted at the resolution that I needed, however I am aware of systems that are currently in use, all be it on trial, that force the end user into recording something a fixed number of times in a specific format at a specific frequency.  As I also have transferred all my CD’s to computer and use this for listening at home, it obviously causes me major concern.

Since music was produced and made available to the mass market, end users have made their own copies, originally this may have been to protect their original investment, later on to allow them to listen to it in the Car and at home, now this has transferred into on the move and on-line.  I can understand the record companies need to protect their investment, however this should not be at the expense of the end-user.  I buy my music on CD, that way I am sure that I will always have it, although I could download it and then record it back onto CD-R, I am aware that these have life-span issues that commercial ‘original’ disks do not.  After I have purchased the recording surely it should be up to me how I use that, as long as I do not distribute it, or use it without permission; for the end user ease of use is the final be all and end all; how many good things have failed due to unnecessary and cumbersome use restrictions – the record companies are making the situation worse by forcing DRM onto people – the resulting backlash into people using other methods to acquire their music is understandable.
DRM as it stand currently is a complete mess – there are no standards, each company has it’s own interpretation which is not shared, there are no standards, and as a result there is no guarantee that music purchased from one place digitally will play everywhere that it is needed to.  The end-use player or DRM encryption should not be used to force a music buyer into either buying music from a specific site, having to buy a specific player or being forced into listening something which sounds worse than the original AM radio stations.  Whilst there is the massive problem of incompatible standards and specific companies forcing the issue by not sharing their formats there will be the mess that currently ensues.  As it stands music purchased on-line will not become mainstream massive revenue source due to the lack of portability and the myopia of the hardware/software and music companies.
Freely usable music after purchase is what the end-user wants, after all it is what we have had for over 20 years, during which time there has been drastic revolution in the quality of music and the medium upon which it is carried, now we have an opaque layer through which we are supposed to use our music due to the device it is being played on.  We never saw music that said you cannot listen to this on a walkman or in a car, yet now due to DRM this is exactly what we are being sold.  What is worse is that in certain cases DRM-free recording are not available, despite the express requirements of the group producing the music.

DRM is many noose’s into which we are putting our collective necks, due to their incompatibility we cannot even hang ourselves in one metaphor.  DRM will shape the future, it’s logic extension, being music which is keyed to one individual only, it’s extension into other forms of media, will result in books that can be read once.
DRM needs a specific standard under which all forms of encoded media are freely accessible by any player with the correct software, the current position of one majority vendor with-holding it’s technology is not acceptable, it presses into the situation where what they say goes, despite what the people or the government or other manufacturers may say we are over a barrel and have no where to go.

What I would ask you members of APIG to consider is the end-user, the person with little or no computer understanding, who has got broadband because you can download music, has got a cheap mp3 player from Asda or Tesco’s because that’s what plays music you have downloaded, and then finds themselves in the morass of encryption standards, player compatibility and then has to try to understand DRM, and the fact that although they have purchased this music they cannot play it back on their cheap mp3 player as it does not support the DRM standard, that far from the cheap download they thought the music was, they have to spend many more hundreds of pounds to purchase the equipment.

Also consider the person who has purchased a CD, and put it in their computer only for it to subvert the system, install software which creates a place for malicious software to hide and to do this entirely without the end-users knowledge or request, and then provide no means for them to remove this piece of aggressive computer hi-jacking software.  If it was not Sony who had carried out this malicious act then people would be baying for blood, the next act of the viral wars that has infested computers for so long, has now been started because of DRM and the attempt to prevent end-users from making use of their music, to listen to it where they want and on what they want.  
DRM is a good idea, it should be possible for each copy of digital music to be traced back to it’s source, which is what I think DRM should be used for.  The current methods of use are limiting and ill-considered, they alienate the very people they are wanting to embrace and use the technology.

DRM has not yet evolved far enough to become transparent to the end-users, until that happens the current enforcement practices and marketing strategies are heavy handed and extremely monopolistic, the market needs to be opened out so that everyone can access music purchased everywhere.  The enforcement on purchasers on what they are allowed to do with the recording they have purchased is arrogant and ill-considered.  The use of virus-like software to enforce compliance on end-users should explicitly be made illegal, many people have postured that it could possibly be, but make it clear what the buyers of music are entitled to do, for I fear the future, where I have to pay and keep paying to listen to music I like, but want to listen to, in the car, in the home and mobile, paying thrice for the same thing – it should be profiteering – but with DRM who knows?
Please consider the end-user, the disabled and those of us on low-incomes, we do not all have Ipods and definitely cannot afford to pay many times for the same thing.

Thank you

Yours faithfully

Simon Walker
