Futility of copyright
in the Internet era
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orthe
last30
orso

- years,
Uganda’s per-
formingarts
industry has
been griping
about thelackofa copynght
law or the lack of government
enforcement of such an exist-
inglaw. -

Passed by Parhament last
month,Clause 9 broad-
casters and businesses to pay
royalties whenever music is
played commercially.

Revenue sharing: A new mod-
el for caller ringback tones -

£

whereairtistsearnGOpemeﬂt,f

telecom companies 31 percent,
and-aggregators 8.5 percent.

Infringement cannow lead to
fines exceeding 5,000 currency
points or up to 10 years in pris-
on.Does it matter? To answer
this,we need to take alook at
the broad picture.

Asof2026,there are about 11
million registered music artistes
on the streaming service Spot-
ify. However, about 80 percent
of these musicians have fewer
than 50 monthly listeners,and
most have only a single songre-
lease.

Ofthe 11 million,around one
million are the more commit-
ted artistes, with a consistent re-
lease schedule and a growing
local audience of listeners or
streamers.

Oftheone ml]hon, about
100,000 musicians in 2025 were
reaching a level of significant
discovery,meaning they were
beglmnng to appearin algorith-
mic playlists and local charts.

In other words, whether we
think of the global music indus-
try as comprising 11 million ar-
tistes in total,including one-
song musicians,or one million
of the committed and consist-
ent type, this is a huge number.

Digital recording technolo-
gy;since the late 1990s and the
arrival of the Internet into the
mainstream in the early 2000s,
hasled to an explosion in both
musicians and the number of
songs recorded each year.

For those of us old enough to
have lived in Uganda through
the 1970s to early 1990s peri-
od, there s still lingering trau-
ma over the extreme scarcity of
those grim years.

Tous,the arrival of theIn-
ternet was along-overdue de-
velopment, when we remem-

bered thenumber of postal let- -

ters that got lost or the length of
time it took for an air mail letter
to arrive in Europe or the Unit-
ed States.

However,what started as are-
liefin the late 1990s, with the
new communicationcalled
email and Internet cafes,has
now;26 years later, turned into
its own bitter experience.

All extremes come to the same

thing: Extreme scarcityis as

much of a problem as extreme
abundance.

. Extreme scarcity;such as what

we experienced in Uganda dur-
ing the years between 1973 and

¢ 1993,is good for the few produc-

ers and importers,but bad for
consumers.

Extreme abundance,as seen
today in the Internet and digital
economy,as well as in basic mer-
chandise from China, is great for

- consumers but terrible for pro-
i ducers and businesses.

This crisis of abundance now

plagues the music industry Dig-
i ital production and Internet dis-

tribution have seen an explo-
sion in the number of Ugandan
musicians.

Where,in the 1970s t6 1990s,
the total number of Ugandan

‘musicians and bands could fit

in a bus,today;in 2026,there are
4,400 registered members of the
Uganda Performing Rights So-
cietyIf we include the Uganda
National Musicians Federation,
which oversees a vast network
of regional associations (cen-
tral, West Nile, Greater Luwee-
10),some of whom might not

i yetbeinthe UPRS database,the
i total number of organised mu-
¢ sical artistes in Uganda ismore
: than 6,000.

Many of us know the crisis fac-
ing the broadcast industry,with
more than 200 FM radio stations
in Uganda as of this year,with
not enough advertising revenue

: togoaround.

Now;,imagine what it must be
like to have 6,000 musical ar-

: tistesin an economy like Ugan-
. das.

This is the same problem that
tens of thousands of socizl me-

: diacontent creators also face,

¢ frompodcasters toinfluencers
¢ and photographers—toomuch
¢ supply chasing too few paying

{ consumers.

The economy of superabun-

. danceis plunging whole indus-

¢ tries and sectors into an existen-
¢ tial crisis, including print news-

. papers.

Unlike 30 or 40 years ago,when

- newspapersand,toadegree,

: musicians,competed primarily
; withlocal rivals,today the me-

. dia competes both with rivals

: atalocallevel and with every

. other newspaper and musician
: around the world, thanks to the
: Internet’slevel playing field.

The enforcement of copyright,

- then,isoflittle help tomusi-

cians. Their most urgent need,

: especially for those not among

the top 10,is to be discovered by
audiences.
Ifthelawis stm‘tlyenforced

: with prison terms a real possi-
- bility, they will simply stop play-
: ingsongs by major artistes and

play only those by new artistes -

. who, at this stage, need exposure
. morethan anythingelse.

All said,economics and tech-

g nology are the underlying log-

icbehind supply and demand,
and supply and demand deter-’
mine the value of copyright.




