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December 01, 2025 
 
 
 
 
Michele Mulroney, President 
Writers Guild of America West 
7000 West 3rd Street 
Los Angeles, CA 90048 
 
Tom Fontana, President 
Writers Guild of America East 
250 Hudson Street, Suite 700 
New York, New York 10013 
 
 

Re:  Systematic Theft of Writers’ Streaming Residuals by Studios 
 

 
Dear Michele & Tom, 
 

The undersigned are writers and members of the Writers Guild of America West and 
Writers Guild of America East (“Guild”).  We are writing to raise concerns about widespread 
misconduct by major television and film studios that we believe breaches the Minimum Basic 
Agreement (“MBA”) and costs our members tens or hundreds of millions of dollars each year.  
In particular, we have seen evidence that studios are earning billions of dollars each year from 
pirated uploads of our work to platforms like YouTube and Instagram, but failing to pay any 
residuals to writers from this revenue, in direct violation of the MBA.   

 
When an unauthorized individual uploads a pirated clip (or compilation of clips) of a 

television show or movie to YouTube or a similar platform, the platform offers studios a choice:  
either remove the unauthorized content, or run ads on the content and earn a percentage of the 
advertising revenue that YouTube receives.  Earlier this year, YouTube published a report 
revealing that more than 90% of studios choose to monetize these unauthorized uploads rather 
than taking them down.1  The report also makes clear that this is an incredibly lucrative practice 
for studios:  as of 2024, YouTube has paid studios more than $12 billion in ad revenue generated 
from pirated content, including $3 billion in 2024 alone.  Other streaming platforms (like 
Instagram and TikTok) offer similarly lucrative deals to studios.  Indeed, the shows and clips 
written by Guild members often generate more views in a matter of days on YouTube than they 
received during their initial exhibition on traditional television.  Yet, despite their content 
generating billions of views and many billions of dollars for studios, writers are receiving checks 
for pennies on the dollar.  

 
                                                

1 See YouTube Copyright Transparency Report for 2024, 
https://transparencyreport.google.com/youtube-copyright/intro?hl=en.  
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Although the opaque nature of our residual checks makes it difficult for us to determine 
exactly what portions (if any) of our residuals are attributable to pirated content, the limited 
information we possess makes clear that studios are not appropriately compensating writers for 
television and film clips and compilations that are uploaded to streaming platforms by 
unauthorized third parties and subsequently monetized by studios.  To give one example, the Key 
& Peele sketch “Substitute Teacher” – which is Comedy Central’s most viewed sketch online by 
a wide margin – has been viewed hundreds of millions of times on unauthorized channels, but in 
the first quarter of 2025, the writers of the episode that includes this sketch received only $8.47 
in residuals for that episode – the same low payment that they received for all other Key & Peele 
episodes over this same time frame, despite the fact that the Substitute Teacher sketch has been 
viewed millions more times than those other episodes on unauthorized channels.   

 
The studiosÕ failure to pay writers residuals for these pirated-but-monetized clips is a 

clear violation of the MBA, which requires studios to pay writers residuals for all film and 
television content that is “used” on new media platforms (like YouTube and Instagram), 
regardless of whether the studios upload the content in the first place or simply adopt and 
monetize a third-party’s upload of the same content.   

 
We understand that at least some studios have denied engaging in ÒCorporate Sponsored 

Piracy,Ó but we do not find such denials of this practice credible and believe they are likely the 
product of creative accounting or novel (but unspoken) interpretations of the MBA’s language.  
The evidence is clear that the studios are making billions of dollars from unauthorized clips and 
compilations uploaded to new media platforms, while writers are making nothing (or close to 
nothing).  Importantly, given that the signatories of this letter (and other Guild members we have 
spoken with) have reported similar gaps in their residual checks, we believe that these practices 
are ubiquitous among studios and not limited to those that produced the films or shows of the 
undersigned writers.   
 

We therefore request that the Guild take immediate and aggressive action to stop ongoing 
nonpayment and to recover unpaid residuals for monetized third-party uploads on free-to-
consumer new media platforms.  If necessary, the Guild should initiate grievance and arbitration 
proceedings under the MBA without delay.  Each day of inaction costs writers more money.  
Immediate action is thus needed to ensure that writers are appropriately compensated both for the 
money they have already lost (with interest), and for the money they stand to earn in the future.   

 
Given the urgency and magnitude of this issue, we request that the Guild issue formal 

demand letters to all affiliates of the five major studios – Disney, Universal, Warner Bros., Sony, 
and Paramount – that are parties to the MBA by December 15, 2025.  These letters should 
demand, for the past five years, all information relating to third-party uploads of covered 
television and theatrical motion pictures (including clips and compilations) on free-to-consumer 
new media platforms (e.g., YouTube/AVOD, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok), that the studio 
claimed or monetized, including: (1) all receipts and revenues by title/clip with the platform’s 
unredacted statements, (2) a log of what was posted and how it was monetized (views, ad 
impressions, rates, dates, settings), (3) any unredacted new-media license/monetization 
agreements and residuals assumption/guaranty documents, (4) each studioÕs quarterly residual 
reports and payment proof tied to those receipts, and (5) each studioÕs internal policies for the 



 3 

licensing and monetization of such uploads and paying residuals.  The letters should also demand 
prompt and full payment (with interest), for all residuals that the studios owe writers for this 
content, and state that the Guild will initiate arbitration if each respective studio does not fully 
comply within ten business days of receipt.  

 
We also believe it is important that the Guild provide full transparency to its members on 

the specific steps it is taking to address these issues, including by (1) providing a response to this 
letter by December 15, 2025 outlining all steps the Guild has taken and plans to take regarding 
these issues, (2) notifying all other Guild members of this issue, (3) sharing copies of all 
correspondence with the studios, including any information the studios provide in response to the 
GuildÕs demands, and (4) providing regular updates on the status of the GuildÕs efforts in this 
matter, including of any contemplated or filed arbitration.   

 
The remainder of this letter sets forth the evidence of the studiosÕ breaches of the MBA in 

greater detail.    
 
I. Studios Make Billions of Dollars Annually by Monetizing Content Uploaded to 

Streaming Platforms by Unauthorized Individuals 

Online streaming platforms – both ad-supported and subscription-based – have rapidly 
supplanted traditional television distributors as the primary way most Americans watch 
television.  YouTube, for example, just marked its sixth consecutive month with the highest share 
of television viewing in the United States, accounting for 13.4% of all television use for August 
2025 – four points higher than second-place Disney.2 

 
While many viewers watch television content on YouTube and similar streaming 

platforms through authorized channels, a significant portion of television viewing on these 
platforms comes from pirated content.  YouTube and similar platforms have also long been 
hotbeds for pirated television and film content.  In 2007, for example, Viacom (now part of 
Paramount Global) sued YouTube for allowing pirated content to flourish on its platform, 
alleging that more than 160,000 clips of media owned by Viacom had been uploaded to YouTube 
by unauthorized individuals and viewed more than 1.5 billion times, seeking $1 billion in 
damages.3  ViacomÕs complaint explained that YouTube had Òfuel[ed] an explosion of copyright 
infringement by exploiting the inexpensive duplication and distribution made possible by digital 
technologyÓ and had Òharnessed [streaming] technology to willfully infringe copyrights on a 
huge scale, depriving writers, composers and performers of the rewards they are owed for effort 
and innovation, reducing the incentives of America’s creative industries.”   
                                                

2 See, e.g., Rick Porter, YouTube Hits Six Consecutive Months as Top TV Distributor, The 
Hollywood Reporter (Aug. 26, 2025), https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/business/business-
news/youtube-leads-us-tv-distributors-6-straight-months-1236353108/. 

3 See, e.g., Viacom v. YouTube, Electronic Frontier Foundation, 
https://www.eff.org/cases/viacom-v-youtube.  Viacom and CBS combined as ViacomCBS in 
2019; in 2022 the company rebranded as Paramount Global.  References to ÒViacomÓ herein 
encompass its successor, Paramount Global, and applicable affiliates. 
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But while Viacom and other studios once purported to decry the harm that YouTube was 

inflicting on writers and other artists through its distribution of pirated material, the studiosÕ 
positions swiftly changed with the advent of algorithms that automatically detect and report 
copyrighted television content uploaded to streaming platforms, such as YouTubeÕs Content ID 
system.  Before these systems existed, studios had only one way to address pirated content 
uploaded to YouTube:  issue a notice of copyright infringement and request that the content be 
taken down.  But now, Content ID and similar algorithms give studios a choice:  They can either 
take down the infringing content or monetize that content.   

 
The introduction of Content ID and similar algorithms has transformed the once 

adversarial relationship between studios (like Viacom/Paramount Global) and streaming 
platforms (like YouTube) into a cozy and lucrative partnership.  YouTube reports that more than 
90% of studios choose to monetize pirated content rather than taking it down, and that it has paid 
studios over $12 billion in advertising revenue for content identified via Content ID, including 
$3 billion in 2024 alone.  By any measure, this monetization system is highly lucrative for 
studios.  And while some of these revenues are likely attributable to pirated music or other media 
identified via Content ID, itÕs fair to infer that a substantial portion – likely multiple billions – are 
attributable to pirated television and film content.  Other platforms, such as Instagram and 
TikTok, offer similar piracy monetization tools to studios (such as InstagramÕs Rights Manager),4 
and while these platforms have not published details on the financial results of these tools, they 
are likely similarly lucrative for studios.  

 
II. Writers Are Not Receiving Appropriate Residual Payments for Unauthorized 

Television and Film Content that is Monetized by Studios  

Although the available evidence strongly indicates that studios are generating billions of 
dollars in revenue from pirated content uploaded to YouTube and similar platforms, the residual 
checks that writers have received do not reflect any meaningful compensation for the studiosÕ use 
of this content.   

 
Unfortunately, studios continue to provide little or no transparency around how residuals 

are calculated – a well-documented problem that has persisted even after our colleagues in the 
WGA and SAG-AFTRA raised this issue during the 2023 strike.5  Without such transparency, it 
is difficult for us to determine with certainty which components of our residual compensation 
come from which films or shows (or clips/compilations or films or shows) on which platforms.  

                                                
4 See, e.g., Meta Copyright management tools, Meta Business Help Center, 

https://www.facebook.com/business/help/932705380468613?id=237023724106807 (providing 
that content owners may permit Òmatching content to remain posted and visible on Facebook and 
Instagram, and claim earnings from any ads placed in the matching content.Ó). 

5 See, e.g., Wendy Lee, Why the War Over Streaming Data Is At the Heart of HollywoodÕs 
Strikes, LA TIMES (Sept. 14, 2023), https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-
arts/business/story/2023-09-14/wga-writers-strike-sag-aftra-actors-strike-netflix-ratings-data-
transparency.  
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But even the limited information we do have makes clear that writers are not receiving 
appropriate residuals from pirated film and television content that is monetized by studios.   
 

To give one example:  the ÒSubstitute TeacherÓ sketch from Season 2, Episode 4 of Key 
& Peele has been called one of the Òdefining comedy sketches of the past 20 years,Ó and is 
Comedy CentralÕs most viewed clip on YouTube by a wide margin:  On just one upload on 
Comedy CentralÕs official channel alone, the sketch has 227 million views, more than triple the 
views of the next-most-watched.6  The Substitute Teacher sketch is one of the most pirated video 
clips online; while it is difficult to calculate the exact number of pirated views without access to 
the streaming information YouTube and studios use to calculate Content ID revenue, our own 
investigation has revealed that this sketch, for example, has received more than 18 million views 
on just a single unauthorized ÒfanÓ upload on YouTube.7  It is likely that this sketch has received 
tens or hundreds of millions of views on other unauthorized streaming channels:  A quick search 
of Instagram, for example, reveals more than 50 unauthorized Òfan accountsÓ dedicated to 
posting Key & Peele content on a daily (or even hourly) basis.  The screenshots below collect 
just a sample of these accounts:  
 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                

6 See, e.g., Elahae Izadi, The 20 defining comedy sketches of the past 20 years, The 
Washington Post (Oct. 23, 2019), https://www.washingtonpost.com/arts-
entertainment/2019/10/23/defining-comedy-sketches-last-years-rick-james-lazy-sunday/. 

7 See Key & Peele - Substitute Teacher 1&2 (cut), YouTube, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mO1oBfG59Xw.  
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Based on the notoriety of the Substitute Teacher sketch and the massive piracy we have 
observed through our own investigation of public information, one would assume that the writers 
of the episode that includes that sketch would receive significant residual compensation for that 
episode that significantly exceeds compensation for other, less popular episodes.  Yet the residual 
checks that the writers of that episode received were no higher than the residuals they received 
for other, far less popular episodes.   

 
For example, for the first three months of 2025, the writer of the Substitute Teacher 

sketch received $8.47 in residuals for the entire episode in which that sketch appears.  That 
trivial residual payment is nearly identical to the residual payment that this writer received for 
all 23 other Key & Peele episodes that were listed in these payment reports, all of which were 
between $8.36 and $8.47.   

 
This pattern persists over time:  For the fourth quarter of 2024, Key & Peele writers 

received virtually identical residual payments of between $8.16 and $8.28 for 23 Key & Peele 
episodes, without regard to streaming numbers.  In the third quarter of 2024, residual payments 
ranged from $10.42 to $10.57, and in the second quarter of 2024, these payments ranged from 
$9.80 to $9.94.  Indeed, the same pattern emerges with most other shows listed in our payment 
reports:  the residual payments for these shows are generally paltry (often amounting to only a 
few cents) and uniform across episodes without regard to popularity on streaming sites.   

 
If studios were truly compensating writers based on the number of pirated views of a 

show or piece of content – or based on the revenues they earned from that piece of content – then 
one would expect to see significant variance in the residuals paid to writers for different pieces of 
content.  More popular shows and clips would be viewed (and pirated) more often, the studios 
would generate more money from those shows, and writersÕ residuals would increase 
commensurately.  Instead, we see the opposite pattern:  The residuals we receive are consistently 
low and do not appear to reflect any variance based on the number of times a piece of content 
has been viewed on new media.  These uniform residual payments make clear that writers are not 
being appropriately compensated for the billions of additional dollars in revenue that studios are 
earning from views of pirated clips.  And given the persistence of these patterns across shows, 
we believe this misconduct is widespread and includes all major studios and their affiliates, and 
extends to a wide range of social media platforms.   

 
III. The StudiosÕ Failures to Pay Residuals for Pirated-But-Monetized Film and 

Television Content Violate the MBA 

The studiosÕ failure to pay writers residuals for pirated-but-monetized content breaches 
the clear provisions of the MBA.  The MBA entitles writers to residuals for all television and 
film clips uploaded to YouTube and similar platforms by unauthorized individuals and 
subsequently adopted and monetized by the studios.  In particular, the MBA requires studios to 
pay writers residual compensation for television and film content that is transmitted via Ònew 
media,Ó which includes Òexhibition on the Internet, mobile devices (such as cell phones or 
PDAs) or any other new media platform.Ó8   
                                                

8 See Sideletter on Exhibition of Motion Pictures Transmitted Via New Media, 2020 
MBA [ÒMBAÓ] p. 693.  The 2023 MBA incorporates the provisions of the 2020 MBA, including 
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Importantly, the MBA does not contain any exception for clips that are uploaded by third 

parties and subsequently monetized by a studio.  Instead, the MBA requires residuals to be paid 
for all ÒuseÓ of television and film clips in new media.  Studios that adopt and monetize pirated 
television and film content uploaded to YouTube and other platforms by third parties are clearly 
ÒusingÓ this content under any reasonable definition of that term.9   

 
The studios also cannot avoid paying writers residuals for pirated clips and film content 

merely because some of this content is excerpted from full shows or movies.  The MBA 
expressly requires studios to pay writers for the Òuse of an excerptÓ of a film or television show, 
just as studios must pay writers for their use of the full film or show.10  The MBA creates only a 
few narrow exceptions to this requirement, none of which could apply here:  For example, the 
MBA exempts ÒpromotionalÓ excerpts from the payment requirement, but strictly defines 
promotional excerpts to mean clips that are less than five minutes in length, include Òtune-inÓ 
information that informs the consumer where they can view the motion picture, program, or 
series from which the excerpt is taken, and is used Òfor the purpose of promoting the television 
motion picture.Ó11  The studiosÕ monetization of pirated clips is not ÒpromotionalÓ – these clips 
do not include tune-in information or other advertisements about how to watch the show, many 
of them are longer than five minutes (and sometimes include full episodes), and the evident 
purpose of the studiosÕ use of these clips is to earn ad revenue, not to promote the show on other 
platforms.12   

                                                                                                                                                       
all side letters, as amended by the 2023 Memorandum of Agreement (Ò2023 MoAÓ).  See 
Memorandum Of Agreement For The 2023 WGA Theatrical And Television Basic Agreement, 
Sept. 25, 2023, p. 1.  The 2023 MoA makes one small change to the Sideletter on Exhibition of 
Motion Pictures Transmitted Via New Media, that is not relevant here.  See generally id. at 82-
83. 

9  We have explained that studios must pay residuals for every ÒuseÓ of excerpts on new 
media, which are most often posted.  But the MBA likewise specifically requires residuals to be 
paid for full episodes or full films that are uploaded by third parties and subsequently monetized 
by a studio.  For television motion pictures, residuals must be paid Òif the [studio] makes 
available the [television motion picture]Ó after the free-streaming period set out in the MBA.  For 
theatrical motion pictures, residuals are triggered Òif the [studio] should desire to stream [the 
motion picture].Ó  See id., ¤¤ 2(a) and (b)(4), MBA p. 694-95.  By affirmatively claiming, 
authorizing, and monetizing pirated shows and films through platforms such as YouTube or 
Meta, the studios are not passive bystanders:  they are actively Òmak[ing] availableÓ and 
Òstream[ing]Ó the content under the MBA. 

10 See id. ¤ 2.1(d), MBA p. 700.   

11 See id. ¤¤ 2.1(a)-(b), MBA p. 698-99. 

12 The MBA also provides that the use of excerpts cannot be ÒpromotionalÓ when Òused 
on a new media site (whether or not the consumer pays) which archives the contents of several 
prior seasons of the series and is designed to enable the viewer to search the archives.Ó  Id. ¤ 
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We understand that at least some studios have denied withholding residual payments 

from revenue they have earned from pirated-but-monetized clips.  As discussed above, our 
investigation clearly shows that writers are not being appropriately compensated for these clips.  
We believe that these denials are based on either creative accounting (for which studios are 
notorious) or creative-but-unarticulated interpretations of the terms of the MBA.  For example, 
the studios might be reporting that they do not owe any residual compensation for unauthorized 
uploads because the studios have internally taken the position that such uploads do not constitute 
ÒuseÓ of a clip by the studios, or that such uploads are ÒpromotionalÓ under the MBA.  As 
discussed above, each of these positions is incorrect under the MBA, which clearly requires 
studios to pay writers for these film and television clips.   

 
Finally, it is worth noting that the studiosÕ adoption of pirated streaming clips harms 

writers in numerous ways beyond simply depriving them of residuals.  For one thing, the MBA 
imposes strict requirements on how studios must credit writers who work on film and television 
content, but pirated clips often flout these restrictions – and when studios monetize those clips, 
they adopt those breaches as their own and effectively deprive writers of the credits and publicity 
they are owed for their work.  For another, the studiosÕ promotion of pirated clips on streaming 
sites has contributed to the destruction of other markets that were once lucrative for writers, such 
as electronic-sell-through and physical media markets.  Writers and their heirs have relied on the 
existence of these markets for years or decades, and the Guild has previously fought hard to 
obtain payment terms under the MBA for content sold in these markets.  The studiosÕ adoption 
and promotion of pirated streaming content effectively frustrates these provisions of the MBA 
and deprives writers of an important income source.  The studiosÕ failure to pay these residuals 
also harms the Guild itself by decreasing dues owed by its members.   
 
IV. The Guild Must Take Prompt Action to Remedy the Non-Payment of Residuals 

We believe it is imperative that the Guild take prompt and decisive action against the 
studios to remedy the non-payment of residuals owed to writers for pirated clips uploaded to 
YouTube and other streaming platforms.  The studios generate massive amounts of revenue from 
these clips but do not appear to be paying any residuals to writers.  Each day, our members lose 
more money to this scheme.   

 
We accordingly request that the Guild take the following steps to address this important 

issue: 
 
First, by December 15, 2025, we request that the Guild issue demand letters to all 

affiliates of the five major studios – Disney, Universal, Warner Bros., Sony, and Paramount – that 
are parties to the MBA.  These letters should demand, for the past five years, all information 
relating to third-party uploads of covered television and theatrical motion pictures (including 
clips and compilations) on free-to-consumer new media platforms (e.g., YouTube/AVOD, 
Instagram, Facebook, TikTok), that the studio claimed or monetized, including: (1) all receipts 
                                                                                                                                                       
2.1(c), MBA p. 699-700.  Many of the pirated clips we have observed are offered on such 
ÒarchivalÓ sites and cannot be promotional for that independent reason.   
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and revenues by title/clip with the platformÕs unredacted statements, (2) a log of what was posted 
and how it was monetized (views, ad impressions, rates, dates, settings), (3) any unredacted 
new-media license/monetization agreements and residuals assumption/guaranty documents, (4) 
each studioÕs quarterly residual reports and payment proof tied to those receipts, and (5) each 
studioÕs internal policies for the licensing and monetization of such uploads and paying residuals.  
The letters should also demand prompt and full payment (including interest) for all residuals that 
the studios owe writers for this content, and state that the Guild will initiate class arbitration if 
each respective studio does not fully comply within ten business days of receipt.   

 
Second, if the studios fail to provide meaningful information in response to the GuildÕs 

letters or fail to provide compensation in full within the time period requested, we request that 
the Guild bring formal arbitration against the studios as it is permitted to do under the MBA, 
seeking full payment of these residuals, interest and all other available remedies.  

 
Third, we request that the Guild provide full transparency to Guild members on the 

specific steps it is taking to address these issues, including by (1) providing a response to this 
letter by December 15, 2025 outlining all steps the Guild has taken and plans to take regarding 
these issues, (2) notifying all other Guild members of this issue, (3) sharing copies of all 
correspondence with the studios regarding this issue, including any information the studios 
provide in response to the GuildÕs demands, and (4) providing regular updates on the status of 
the GuildÕs efforts in this matter, including of any contemplated or filed arbitration.   

 
We greatly appreciate the GuildÕs consideration of this matter.  Please direct any response to this 
letter to the signatories listed below.   We are continuing to gather additional signatories and 
information at [www.endingcorporatepiracy.com], and we will provide updated signature pages 
to the Guild as they are received. 

 
 

Yours truly,  
 

 
 
 
 Rich Talarico 

WGAw Show Captain 
WGAw Strike Captain  

 richtalarico@gmail.com  
 
Undersigned WGAE and WGAW members:  
 
Jay Martel  
Ian Roberts  
Aaron Shure  
Laura Kightlinger  
Alex Borstein  
Adam Belanoff  

Stephnie Weir  
Valerie Alexander  
Michael Jann  
Joan Meyerson  
Charlie Sanders  
Kevin Schini  

Dino Stamatopoulos  
Rob Kutner  
Chris Cluess  
Brian Kiley  
Kevin Dorff  
Eric Hoffman  
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David Salzman  
Jeff Rothpan  
Matt Craig  
Erik Weiner  
CeCe Pleasants  
Joe Toplyn  
Mano Agapion  
Steven Maeda  
Hugh Fink  
Micki Boden  
Jeffrey Thomson  
Jeffrey Bushell  

David M. Rygalski   
Harsha Rao  
Frank Sebastiano  
Colleen Ballinger  
Korby Siamis  
Matt Schatz  
Nayna Agrawal  
Jeff Forsyth  
Darrell Vickers  
SJ Hodges  
Kayla Alpert  
Joshua Keller Katz  

Tod Himmel  
Alex Simon  
Mike Murphy  
Hannah Louise Shearer 
Tamiko Brooks  
Tom Vaughan  
T. Sean Shannon  
Ellen Ancui  
Elizabeth A. Medway  
Paul Puri 
 
 

 
 
 

Cc:    
Travis Donnelly, Vice-President, WGAW 
Michael Rauch, Vice President, Film/Television/Streaming, WGAE 
Sara David, Vice President, Online Media, WGAE 
Beth Godvik, Vice President, Broadcast/Cable/Streaming News WGAE 


