
dents’ parents and grandparents, they
tend to make network-use decisions
based on the peripheral role the network
played in their college/university experi-
ences. But for today’s students, the net-
work plays a central role, and the com-
puter is a composite tool, useful for both
their academic work and their recreation.
In responding to peer-to-peer applica-
tions, administrators have had to become
sensitive to the different recreational cul-
ture of current students.

Today, the Residence Hall network at
IU-Bloomington has a dedicated connec-
tion to the commercial Internet, a con-
nection that is separate from the main
campus commercial Internet connection.
When that second connection was acti-
vated, IU removed the limits that were in
place for peer-to-peer applications
(though for legal reasons, the university
blocked Napster itself until its effective
demise). Nearly immediately, many stu-
dents in the residence halls started com-
plaining that their Internet connections
were painfully slow. Analysis showed that
the new bandwidth was already being
consumed by Napster-like peer-to-peer
applications such as KaZaA and Audio-
Galaxy. After collecting the usage statis-
tics, and correlating them with the com-
plaints, IU staff described the situation to
Residence Hall Student Government and
suggested that the applications shouldn’t
be blocked but that there were ways to
limit their consumption. The reaction
from student government was unequivo-
cal: “Students doing academic work
should not have to compete with students
consuming the network for recreational
purposes.” The university reinstated lim-
its, but at a generous level. Complaints
continued to come in, albeit fewer of
them, and the usage analysis was re-
peated. Given the results, Residence Hall
Student Government requested that the
limits be made even tighter. There have
been no further complaints. 

So IU students may use peer-to-peer
applications (though the university does
aggressively fulfill its obligations under
copyright laws and investigates allega-
tions of inappropriate use). Students
doing academic work in the residence
halls have excellent network access as
well. No applications are currently being
blocked. Technologically, we’re back

where we were, but the circumstances are
very different. All involved learned much
from this episode, as befits members of
an educational community. Students
have learned to balance competing de-
mands for network bandwidth, and ad-
ministrators have learned to help stu-
dents make the right choices rather than
impose what they think is best.

But what if bandwidth becomes so
cheap that peer-to-peer applications can
effectively be absorbed at the margin? IU
is getting close to this situation—unless
peer-to-peer demands grow commensu-
rately. The Indiana I-Light optical fiber in-
frastructure—which links IU Blooming-
ton, IUPUI in Indianapolis, and Purdue
University in West Lafayette—will allow
these institutions and others to aggregate
our commercial Internet traffic at the In-
diana GigaPoP in Indianapolis. These in-
stitutions will soon acquire OC-48 (2.4
Gb) capacity from the GigaPoP to the
commercial Internet. At that point, IU ex-
pects to remove all limits to file-sharing
applications; traffic will be blocked only if
there are legal reasons to do so. Who
knows what will happen as a result? This
situation could provide fertile ground for
students to devise innovative new recre-
ational applications, begin their business
careers, amass fortunes, and prepare to
become major university donors.

Notes
1. This research, which attracted the attention of Intel

Chairman Andy Grove (“Napster Is Clouding
Grove’s Crystal Ball,” Fortune, May 29, 2000), is sum-
marized in a white paper: Mark Meiss and Steven
Wallace, “IPv4 Address Selection for Distributed
File Services,” April 2000, <http://bestpath.iu.edu/
internetdraft.txt> (accessed July 18, 2002).

2. Readers may recall that subsequently the band
Metallica and its representatives filed a lawsuit
against Indiana University and several other insti-
tutions. Because of various circumstances that
need not be elaborated on here, this led the uni-
versity to once again block the application. This, I
believe, is a different issue from what I’m dis-
cussing here.

Michael A. McRobbie (vpit@indiana.edu) has been
the Vice President for Information
Technology and CIO, and Professor
of Computer Science and Professor
of Philosophy, at Indiana University
since 1997. He is a member of the In-
ternet2 Network Policy and Plan-
ning Committee and of the NSF CISE
Advisory Committee. 
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T
wo years ago, many higher edu-
cation institutions, including In-
diana University (IU), responded
to the exploding use of Napster
and the corresponding conges-

tion of college and university network re-
sources by blocking Napster. Despite as-
s u m p t i o n s  m a d e  b y  a r m c h a i r  I T
quarterbacks at that time, this was purely
a nuts-and-bolts action: if Napster had
not been blocked, it would have severely
degraded a service directly supporting
the institutions’ primary missions. The
decision was consistent with responsible
management of a very finite shared re-
source. Not surprisingly, however, a mi-
nuscule but very vocal minority of stu-
dents strongly criticized the decision
made by these institutions. The students
claimed they had a right to unlimited and
unregulated use of the institutions’ Inter-
net connections because they paid net-
work use fees. They also complained that
these colleges and universities were re-
stricting their right to free speech.

These were certainly the complaints
heard at IU, where the student newspaper
also got involved. The newspaper printed
its own articles—sometimes skewed and
sometimes blatantly incorrect—and dis-
tributed the story on news wires. The re-
sulting media furor was extreme, border-
ing on ridiculous. Reporters wanted the
IU administration to admit that the action
had been taken because of pressure
placed on the university by the music in-
dustry, even though that simply was not
the case.

Nor had Napster use been paid for by
IU students. There was (and is) no net-
work use fee assessed to students as part
of their student technology fee. Through

general funds, IU provides computing
and network connectivity to students for
their learning, research, and other aca-
demic endeavors. Faculty and staff share
many of the same technology services, in-
cluding campus networks and (at the
time) the single Internet connection.
Since networking is a shared community
resource, when someone overuses or
misuses it, this adversely affects the entire
university community. The use of network-
intensive applications that are recre-
ational—that do not relate to
teaching, learning, re-
search, administra-
tion, or other core
activities —is  ac-
ceptable only so
long as those ap-
plications do not
interfere with the
p r i m a r y  u s e
o f t h e  n e t wo rk
connection.

The IU adminis-
tration put a great deal
of effort into helping stu-
dents understand exactly
what their student fees were sup-
porting and into clarifying policies associ-
ated with the appropriate use of univer-
sity resources. Much of the “network fee”
myth was dispelled, to most students’ sat-
isfaction. But IU, like other higher educa-
tion institutions, felt uncomfortable
blocking the flow of any kind of informa-
tion on the network. The action seemed
antithetical to free inquiry, somehow,
even though the blocking was designed to
keep information flowing. After two IU
network engineers conducted some very
good research into Napster and other

peer-to-peer applications,1 and after Nap-
ster made some changes to the application
to make it a better network consumer, the
IU administration decided to unblock the
Napster application but to limit the
amount of total bandwidth that Napster
could consume.2

With this as background, it’s interest-
ing to think about the entire Napster
episode and consider how things are
today. Colleges and universities are still

reluctant to maintain filters or to re-
strict the flow of information,

at least based on content.
But whereas the belief

used to be that filters
were necessary to

control irresponsi-
ble student be-
havior with scarce
resources, it has
become clear—at

IU, at least—that
students will be-

h a v e  r e s p o n s i b ly
when given the oppor-

tunity to pursue some
amount of recreational and

other personal use of the network
connection in their rooms and when the
consequences of irresponsible use feed
back tangibly.

C a m p u s e s  h a v e  l o n g  p r o v i d e d
lounges and other common spaces with
televisions, game tables, and other recre-
ational facilities. Recreational Internet
access must be seen in the same context.
Today’s students do not use computers
and the Internet in the same way that
their parents or grandparents did. Since
college and university administrators are
typically in the generation of the stu-

Ca m p u s  Ne t wo rk s ,  
Po st- Na p ste r
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