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Building a 21st Century Superhighway

Bringing high-speed broadband to everyone in America would help get the economy back on track, and the Obama administration supports funding better broadband infrastructure. But the question remains: What should government investment actually look like?
The New America Foundation’s Wireless Future Program released a paper called, “Building a 21st Century Broadband Superhighway” that proposes one answer. Sascha Meinrath is the Research Director of the Wireless Future Program and coordinates the Open Technology Initiative. He says our current system is a patchwork of infrastructure that doesn’t serve everyone, because broadband companies have focused on just the most lucrative markets. 
Sascha Meinrath – What we’ve ended up with is a very unequally distributed Internet system in the United States. And this is a problem. If you think about this coming era, this information age, this digital era that we are now just beginning, those communities that are left offline will suffer increasing problems because of the lack of service that they face.

Meinrath and the New America Foundation believe we need to think of broadband the same way we think of roads: The public pays for them and anyone can have access to the infrastructure. Meinrath wants to build fiber optic conduits alongside America’s roads.
Sascha Meinrath – The idea is that each time a road is ripped up or fixed or improved upon, that you lay fiber at that point in time.
Meinrath wants to tie his Broadband Superhighway proposal to the Omnibus Transportation Bill that’s expected to pass Congress this year. 

Sascha Meinrath – When you lay down about one mile of road, it often costs about $2 ½ million. Once you’ve dug these roads up, the cost of laying down fiber tends to be around $5-15,000. So you’re talking about a tiny fraction of 1 percent of the cost of this transportation infrastructure. Fiber infrastructure probably costs about the same as laying down the markings on lanes on roads. It’s an incredibly efficient use of funding that brings a huge economic activity and benefit to the communities that it would serve.
For more information about the Broadband Superhighway, go to newamerica.net
Copyright Criminals: Can Anyone Own a Sound?

Cut and paste; remix; mash-up. All these terms are part of the digital media lexicon. But in the music world, there’s an older and more familiar phrase that describes borrowing sounds from another artist: sampling.  

Kembrew McLeod and Benjamin Franzen are the co-producers of Copyright Criminals: This Is a Sampling Sport, a documentary on the controversies surrounding copyright, intellectual property and music.  

McLeod says the film focuses on the story of hip-hop sampling in particular – a place where new musical styles directly collided with copyright law itself nearly two decades ago.  

Kembrew McLeod – The reason why its important to focus on hip-hop when telling the story of these copyright controversies is because it really shows what’s at stake.  Hip-hop ran into a kind-of creative wall about 18 years ago when artists started getting sued.   And that was really detrimental to this really important African-American art form.  
The intersection of musical style and copyright law may not seem immediately apparent, but the effects of such restrictive legal practices has a direct impact on culture itself.  

Kembrew McLeod – So let’s think back to soul music or jazz, both of which relied heavily on musical borrowing.  Imagine if when Ray Charles was about to re-write that gospel song and turn it into his first big hit and some intellectual property lawyer tapped him on the shoulder and said, ‘nope – you can’t do that.’  Or imagine jazz soloists being stopped – you know, John Coltrane from riffing on a Broadway melody.  That didn’t happen back then and the art was able to evolve.  And the same thing wasn’t true of hip-hop.  And so in other words we can look to the relatively recent past to see what the detriments of overzealous copyright protections are. 
The 2004 Supreme Court case Bridgeport Music, Inc. v. Dimension Films laid down the law explicitly on sampling, stating bluntly, “Get a license or do not sample. We do not see this as stifling creativity in any significant way.”  As a result, McLeod says, a lot of sampling has just gone back underground.  
Kembrew McLeod – So you’re either within the law and you can pay for the law, basically, or you’re a complete outlaw.  And that really kind of stopped the evolution of sampling.  Basically by the early 1990s, hip-hop artists had to start paying for every little fragment of sound.  So it became impossible for them to economically and legally afford to be able to make the art the way they wanted to.
The film will be released this spring.  For more information, visit www.copyrightrciminals.com. 
