COPYRIGHT IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Opening comments – Rhoda Karpatkin, President Emeritus of Consumers Union, February 4, 2004

It is my pleasure to welcome you to the TACD conference on ‘Copyright in the Digital Age’. Before I introduce the day’s discussions I’d like to give you a little background to what brought us here today.

The TransAtlantic Consumer Dialogue is a network of 65 European and American consumer organisations. We were born 6 years ago at the invitation of the United States and the European Union. To compliment the TransAtlantic Business Dialogue, they wanted people-to-people dialogues from civil society to give input to transatlantic trade policy discussions between the two administrations. 

TACD has grown in size, stature and effectiveness since its birth in 1998, with this 6th Annual Meeting being the most dynamic, ambitious and widely-attended yet.

TACD’s Intellectual Property Working Group has been in existence since 2001, and has steadily built the capacity of the consumer movement to engage in what can often be very technical discussions about intellectual property rights issues.

This meeting is being funded by the Rockefeller foundation who are specifically supporting the work of the IP Working Group. The last such one-day conference took place in Lisbon and discussed the importance of WIPO to the consumer. On April 5, we will hold a one-day conference on Access to Essential Learning Tools at the Ford Foundation in New York.

So, this is a group with lots of energy and ideas, and they have brought you all together here today. For that, I would like to thank the co-chairs of this Working Group – Jamie Love and Machiel van der Velde – from whom you will hear more later.

***********

So, turning to today’s conference, I want to start by asking a simple question: how did copyright get to be a consumer issue?

Well, copyright laws define what consumers can do with copyrighted materials, and also ensure fair compensation to rights-holders. However, new laws addressed to the digital environment have limited what consumers could previously do with copyrighted materials.

New technology is supposed to be benefiting consumers, but has actually resulted in new limitations on what consumers can do with copyrighted works.

In addition, intrusive and more threatening enforcement measures are being used to deprive consumers of legitimate rights that they previously enjoyed.

Under the US Constitution, copyright was intended to promote creativity and ensure the citizen’s right to access copyrighted works. This is an internationally recognised definition of the purpose of copyright. 

New legislation does not ensure a fair balance between the rights of copyright-holders on the one hand, and the rights of users, such as consumers, educational institutions and other public interests, on the other.

I am convinced that you will find today’s discussions extremely fruitful and interesting. But, before you get started, I’d like to ask my Steering Committee colleague, Jim Murray, to also say a few words.

