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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
SOUTHERN DISTRICT OF NEW YORK

_________________________________________________________________ X
AUBREY DRAKE GRAHAM,
Plaintiff,
y Civil ActionNo.
UMG RECORDINGS, INC., Jury Trial Demanded
Defendant.
_________________________________________________________________ X
COMPLAINT

Plaintiff Aubrey Drake Graham (*Drake” or “Plaintiff”), through his attorneys, brings this
Complaint against Defendant UMG Recordings, Inc. (“Defendant” or “UMG”).!

INTRODUCTION

“A single lie can destroy a reputation of integrity and . . . while it takes years to build a
reputation, it can be ruined in five minutes.”

— Sir Lucian Grainge, Chief Executive Officer of UMG, March 25, 2024

1. In the middle of the night on May 7, 2024, an armed group of assailants drove up
to the Toronto house in which Drake and his family resided. Drake was inside. The car stopped
in front of the residence, someone yelled “Fuck Drake,” and at least one gunman began to open
fire. One bullet went through the security gate and hit Drake’s front door; another bullet struck
and wounded a security guard, who was also one of Drake’s friends. While the car drove away,
Drake and others in the house summoned help for the security guard and did everything possible

to keep him alive. During the nearly thirty minutes it took for the ambulance to arrive, Drake and

! Throughout, references to UMG shall include any UMG employee, affiliate, agent, and anyone working on UMG’s
behalf.
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others labored to keep the man alive by applying pressure to the gunshot wound with towels. Blood
was everywhere.

2. After the security guard arrived at the hospital, surgeons worked quickly to remove
the bullet, stop the bleeding, and save his life. Though it took days for his condition to stabilize,
thankfully, the security guard survived.

3. The very next day, May 8, 2024, a different intruder used his bare hands to dig a
hole under the security fence surrounding Drake’s Toronto house. He managed to dig deep enough
to squeeze through and enter Drake’s property. Fortunately, Drake’s home security guards caught
him before he was able to cause any physical harm, although the trespasser managed to yell racist
slurs and threats against Drake before being escorted off the property.

4. On May 9, 2024, the very next day, another break-in attempt happened.

5. In the two decades leading up to May of 2024, although Drake was constantly in
the public eye, nothing remotely like these events had ever happened to him or his family. But
these events were not coincidental. They immediately followed, and were proximately caused by,
UMG’s actions leading up to and on May 4, 2024.

6. UMG is the “world’s largest music company,”? and also the music company that
has represented Drake for more than a decade. Yet, on May 4, 2024, UMG approved, published,
and launched a campaign to create a viral hit out of a rap track that falsely accuses Drake of being
a pedophile and calls for violent retribution against him. Even though UMG enriched itself and
its shareholders by exploiting Drake’s music for years, and knew that the salacious allegations

against Drake were false, UMG chose corporate greed over the safety and well-being of its artists.

2 Amended Complaint 16, UMG Recordings, Inc. v. OpenDeal Inc., No. 21-cv-09358 (S.D.N.Y. Aug. 26, 2022),
ECF No. 64.
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In controversy, UMG saw an opportunity, seized it, and continued to fan the flames even after
learning of the incitement to violence on May 7 and 8, along with the unrelenting vitriol towards
Drake that has followed.

7. The song in question is “Not Like Us” (the “Recording”) written and performed by
Kendrick Lamar Duckworth (professionally known as Kendrick Lamar).> The Recording was
intended to convey the specific, unmistakable, and false factual allegation that Drake is a criminal
pedophile, and to suggest that the public should resort to vigilante justice in response. The
Recording is defamatory because its lyrics, its aloum image (the “Image”), and its music video
(the “Video”) all advance the false and malicious narrative that Drake is a pedophile. The lyrics
repeatedly accuse Drake of engaging in criminal acts, including by calling him a “certified
pedophile[]” and a “predator” who needs to be “placed on neighborhood watch.” The Image was
designed to reinforce, and in fact reinforces, that accusation by depicting Drake’s actual Toronto
house covered in the icons that are known to be used by law enforcement (as well as public safety
applications like Citizen) to identify child sex offenders’ residences online. The Video bolsters
the same message by, for example, showing images associated with sex trafficking and juxtaposing
the game of hopscotch with lyrics accusing Drake of “Tryna strike a chord and it’s probably A-
Minor.”®

8. This lawsuit is not about the artist who created “Not Like Us.” Itis, instead, entirely

about UMG, the music company that decided to publish, promote, exploit, and monetize

3 Not Like Us (Interscope Records 2024) [hereinafter “Recording™]. The full lyrics of the Recording are attached
hereto as Exhibit A. The Recording was first made available for streaming on YouTube. See Kendrick Lamar
(@kendricklamar), Not Like Us, YouTube (May 4, 2024), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T6eK-20Qtew
[https://perma.cc/6BL5-RGJY].

4 Recording at 00:57-01:00, 02:11-02:15.

> Not Like Us at 01:43-01:50, YouTube (July 4, 2024), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H58vbez m4E
[https://perma.cc/BZ9F-S9PH] [hereinafter the “Video™].
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allegations that it understood were not only false, but dangerous. As UMG knows and has known
at all relevant times, the Recording, Image, and Video’s allegations are unequivocally false. Drake
is not a pedophile. Drake has never engaged in any acts that would require he be “placed on
neighborhood watch.” Drake has never engaged in sexual relations with a minor. Drake has never
been charged with, or convicted of, any criminal acts whatsoever.

9. Notwithstanding its knowledge that the allegations are fabricated, starting in May
of 2024, UMG waged an unrelenting campaign to spread the Recording, Image, and Video
(together, the “Defamatory Material”) as widely as possible. UMG did so because it understood
that the Recording’s inflammatory and shocking allegations were a gold mine. Spreading the
Defamatory Material served multiple business purposes for UMG. First, the more people who
listened to, streamed, watched, and downloaded the Defamatory Material, the more money UMG
and its executives would make. Second, UMG’s Interscope Records (“Interscope”) owns Lamar’s
entire back catalog of recorded music. The leadership of Interscope had every incentive to prove
it could maximize Lamar’s sales after only recently persuading him to enter into his own direct
license for a limited recording commitment of new music. Third, (in contrast with Lamar’s first
direct deal), UMG’s contract with Drake was nearing fulfillment, and on information and belief,
UMG anticipated that extending Drake’s contract would be costly. By devaluing Drake’s music
and brand, UMG would gain leverage to force Drake to sign a new deal on terms more favorable
to UMG.

10. UMG’s campaign was successful. The Recording cloaks cleverly dangerous lyrics
behind a catchy beat and inviting hook. Capitalizing on those attributes, UMG used every tool at

its disposal to ensure that the world would hear that Drake “like ‘em young.”® The Defamatory

® Recording, supra note 3, at 00:40-00:42.
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Material has been played billions of times, and its false central message has gone viral via social
and legacy media channels in dozens of languages to (at minimum) hundreds of millions of people
spanning the globe. It is not just fans of rap music who now believe that Drake is a “certified
pedophile[].” The Recording has become ubiquitous. UMG used its promotional resources and
exclusive licensing rights to place the Recording on numerous nationally televised events,
including but not limited to awards shows, national political events, and more.

11. But billions of plays and ubiquity were not enough for UMG. Over the course of
the last several months, UMG has made significant financial investments and leveraged its
professional connections, via sophisticated and highly-organized publicity campaigns, to arrange
for the Recording to be performed at one of the most significant (and viewed) cultural events of
the year—the Super Bowl.

12. UMG is legally responsible for the release, publication,” and promotion of the
Defamatory Material, including the foreseeable consequences of the same. UMG’s business is to
“possess the exclusive rights” to reproduce, to distribute, and to license music, “including over the
[i]nternet.”® In other words, it is only with UMG’s explicit approval that the Defamatory Material
could have been released in the first instance and later streamed, shared, performed publicly, and
exploited by content creators on TikTok and Instagram.

13. UMG’s campaign went well beyond the traditional music company playbook—

indeed, UMG has unleashed every weapon in its arsenal, including, on information and belief,

" Throughout, this filing uses the terms “publish” and “publication” as understood within the defamation context. See
PUBLISH, Black’s Law Dictionary (12th ed. 2024) (“1. To distribute copies (of a work) to the public. 2. To
communicate (defamatory words) to someone other than the person defamed”). In the context of the music industry,
these terms have a different meaning, which is not intended here.

8 Complaint 1 15, UMG Recordings, Inc. v. Vital Pharms., Inc., No. 21-cv-60914 (S.D. Fla. Apr. 28, 2021).
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certain practices that are unlawful.® In a memorandum to staff reflecting on highlights of 2021,
Sir Lucian Grainge remarked that it was “harder than ever for artists to break through the noise”
as, for example, “sixty thousand songs are added to Spotify every day.” UMG made sure that “Not
Like Us” broke through that noise. For one, UMG took the unprecedented step—contrary to its
internal practices—to remove the Recording’s copyright restrictions on YouTube and Twitch,
thereby “whitelisting” the Recording to ensure content creators would republish it broadly. On
information and belief, UMG and its agents further put a thumb on the scale by covertly offering
financial incentives to third parties to deceptively stream the Recording on streaming platforms,
to play the Recording on the radio, and to otherwise promote and endorse the Defamatory Material,
all without ever publicly disclosing the payments. These actions not only spread and further
engrained the defamatory statements in the minds of the public, but deceived consumers and
harmed Drake economically.

14. Predictably, millions of people who listened to the Recording, or saw the Image
and Video, believed the Defamatory Material to be true. UMG had previously published Lamar’s
song “Euphoria,” which was also widely understood to be targeted at Drake, and which stated,
“don’t tell no lie about me and | won’t tell truths ‘bout you.” As voluminous public commentary
confirms, the average listener or viewer has understood the Defamatory Material to reflect “the
truth,” rather than art or hyperbole. In the words of one commentator, now “everybody believe[s]”

that Drake loves “touching children.”

° Drake previously initiated two pre-litigation actions against UMG in State court in New York and Texas to
investigate allegations that UMG engaged in a deliberate and inappropriate strategy of paying third parties to
artificially inflate the Recording’s metrics, a practice known as “payola” and which is prohibited by the
Communications Act of 1934 as well as other causes of action. See Verified Petition, In the Matter of the Application
of, FROZEN MOMENTS, LLC et al., Docket No. 161023/2024 (N.Y. Sup. Ct. Nov. 25, 2024); Verified Petition for
Rule 202 Depositions, In Re: Aubrey Drake Graham, Docket No. 2024-CI-26782 (Tex. Dist. Ct. Nov. 25, 2024).
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15. UMG’s greed yielded real world consequences. As described above, it was just
three days after UMG originally published the Recording and Image that Drake was targeted at his
Toronto house by armed intruders in the 2024 equivalent of “Pizzagate.” The online response was
similarly violent and hateful. An avalanche of online hate speech has branded Drake as a sex
offender and pedophile, among other epithets. Public commentary has repeated the (false) claims
that Drake is a “pedo” and “sexual abuser on the level of Weinstein, Diddy, and Epstein” who
“traffic[]s children” in shipping containers and harbors convicted “sex offenders” in his Toronto
home. In direct response to UMG’s publications, social media users called for the Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) to “to come at this point” and for Drake to be “locked up” and “behind
bars.”

16.  The mob-like response to the Recording continues to unfold on- and off-line.
Recently, flyers were plastered all over Toronto with a photo of Drake and a Canadian YouTuber
who was sentenced to three years in prison for sexual assault with the words “Canadian sex

predators gotta stick together.”

yMEET
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Nerango¥

Mr. Jack Densmore

About Mc
Hello Hamiltonians, 'm Jack Densmore! The self-c
‘King of the North’. & I'm a YouTuber, podcaster,
artist, prankster ;) and convicted sex offender!
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School PRANK, " “Pooping My Pants Next To People F
and *| POOPED MY PANTS AT THE BEAGH!"
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« 'm banned from every Ontario University campus!

= Itwerk on Dr. Jordan Petersons dick %

+ Google “Jack Densmore sexual assault” to learn
more about me! ;
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17.  With the palpable physical threat to Drake’s safety and the bombardment of online
harassment, Drake fears for the safety and security of himself, his family, and his friends. After
the attacks on his home, Drake pulled his son out of the elementary school he attended in Toronto
due to safety concerns, and once school ended for the summer, Drake arranged for his son and
mother to leave Toronto entirely. Day to day, Drake continues to take steps to address persistent
threats to his security.

18.  The violence and vitriol directed at Drake was foreseeable. The Recording falsely
accuses Drake of one of the most vile behaviors imaginable, and explicitly calls for retaliatory
violence and retribution against him. The false “pedophile” accusation is a devastatingly effective
method of assassinating someone’s character online. When spread virally, the accusation can
destroy an individual’s reputation and brand in a matter of days. As one expert on conspiracy
theories has explained: “There’s always been a certain amount of salaciousness in these conspiracy
theories . . . [a]nd if it involves children, people immediately just lose their mind — even if these
children don’t exist.”1% If “you just put out the suggestion there, it grabs ahold in a way that is
difficult to dislodge.”*!

19. UMG understands just how dangerous these kinds of false allegations are—indeed,
when it comes to allegations against UMG and its executives, they have not hesitated to take legal
action against their accusers. Just last year, UMG and Sir Grainge were accused, in their words,

without “the slightest factual basis,” of aiding and abetting Sean “P. Diddy” Combs in criminal

10 Catherine Kim, Pizzagate, QAnon and the ‘Epstein List’: Why the Far Right Is Obsessed with Sex Trafficking,
Politico (Jan. 9, 2024), https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2024/01/09/why-maga-is-obsessed-with-jeffrey-
epstein-00134394
[https://web.archive.org/web/20241209003125/https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2024/01/09/why-maga-is-
obsessed-with-jeffrey-epstein-00134394].

1.
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sexual acts.'> Moving to dismiss the complaint against them, UMG and Sir Grainge argued that
the accusations were “offensively false allegations of criminal behavior” that would be
“libelous per se” if not contained within a legal filing.'® Sir Grainge called the allegations against
him “knowingly and maliciously false and defamatory.”** Sir Grainge also explained that “a
single lie can destroy a reputation of integrity and . . . while it takes years to build a reputation,
it can be ruined in five minutes.”*® Thus, recognizing that false allegations against him might
interfere with his efforts “to lead an honorable personal and professional life,”'® Sir Grainge
promised to “pursue those who have made these outrageous allegations against [him].”’

20. In stark contrast, when Drake confronted UMG about its role in promoting
allegations of sexual misconduct lacking “the slightest factual basis” against him, UMG refused
to do anything to help. Instead, UMG continued to republish and promote the Defamatory
Material, even after Drake had unequivocally denied the allegations in public and had
communicated that in private to UMG. Drake informed UMG of the tangible harm that the
publication and promotion of the Recording had caused him—including violence, threats,

reputational and financial damage, and more. Yet UMG still chose money over the safety and

12 Declaration of Donald S. Zakarin in Support of Motion to Dismiss the First Amended Complaint 3, Jones v.
Combs, No. 1:24-cv-01457 (S.D.N.Y. Mar. 27, 2024), ECF No. 26.

13 1d. 11 18, 31, 66.

14 Declaration of Sir Lucian Grainge in Support of Motion to Dismiss § 24, Jones v. Combs, No. 1:24-cv-01457
(S.D.N.Y. Mar. 27, 2024), ECF No. 26-1.

15 1d. (emphasis added).
161d. 7 23.
71d. 7 15.
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well-being of its artists, notwithstanding its public commitment to “behaving honorably and with
honesty,” and “setting the right tone—in all that we do.”*8

21. Many months prior to filing this litigation, Drake attempted to address these claims
privately with UMG. Drake believed, per Sir Grainge, that UMG’s leadership should be held
“accountable for the decisions we make and how we conduct ourselves.”*® And UMG purports to
care about threatening and abusive behavior—indeed, UMG’s Code of Conduct notes that
“[h]arassment can take different forms, such as . . . speech that is threatening or abusive,” and
declares that “violence, threats and physical intimidation are not tolerated at Universal Music”
because “[w]e all share the responsibility to make health and safety a constant priority.”?° Yet, in
response to Drake’s concerns, UMG responded that Drake would face humiliation if he brought
legal action—presuming that the public would be unable to understand UMG’s role in exploiting
and profiting from this dispute. UMG’s posture, as the “world’s largest music company,” was that
it is untouchable.

22, UMG’s response to Drake was especially perverse given that it is perfectly willing
to sue to protect its own interests when it believes that doing so will protect its “property.”?* UMG

is “engaged in the business of acquiring, administering, licensing, exploiting and otherwise

18 Universal Music Group, Our Code of Conduct: Setting the Right Tone, at 2 (2021),
https://dn8hzp56ergjx.cloudfront.net/pdf/pdf/2021-UMG-Code-of-Conduct.pdf
[https://web.archive.org/web/20231113085616/https://dn8hzp56ergjx.cloudfront.net/pdf/pdf/2021-UMG-Code-of-

Conduct.pdf].
9d.

201d. at 10-11.

2L By way of example: in 2022, UMG sued OpenDeal, Inc. for trademark infringement, among other claims, UMG
Recordings, Inc. v. OpenDeal Inc., No. 1:21-cv-09358 (S.D.N.Y. Nov. 12, 2021); in 2021, UMG sued Bang Energy
for the unlicensed used of its songs in TikTok videos, UMG Recordings, Inc. v. Vital Pharms., Inc, No. 21-cv-60914
(S.D. Fla. Apr. 28, 2021); in 2017, UMG sued Grande Communications Networks for infringement and copyright
violations, UMG Recordings, Inc. v. Grande Communications Networks LLC, No. 1:17-cv-00365 (W.D. Tex. Apr.
21, 2017); in 2011, UMG sued Escape Media Group, Inc. for copyright infringement, UMG Recording, Inc. v. Escape
Media Group, Inc., No. 1:11-cv-08407 (S.D.N.Y. Nov. 18, 2011).

10
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monetizing”?? the music of its artists, including Drake, and it does not hesitate to file lawsuits when
doing so suits its financial interests. This lawsuit is both necessary and appropriate because UMG
has repeatedly defamed Drake while “exploiting” and “monetizing” his work.

23.  With his own record label having waged a campaign against him, and refusing to
address this as a business matter, Drake has been left with no choice but to seek legal redress
against UMG. UMG may spin this Complaint as a rap beef gone legal, but this lawsuit is not about
a war of words between artists. This lawsuit involves no claims against Kendrick Lamar or any
other artist; instead, it is about UMG—the publisher and exclusive rights holder of Lamar’s music,
as well as Drake’s—and its malicious decision to publish and promote, through covert means,
false allegations about Drake that UMG knew were false, explosive, inflammatory, and certain to
result in both vitriol and substantial harm to Drake’s reputation.

24, Notwithstanding a relationship spanning more than a decade, UMG intentionally
sought to turn Drake into a pariah, a target for harassment, or worse. UMG did so not because it
believes any of these false claims to be true, but instead because it would profit from damaging
Drake’s reputation. Drake thus brings this action to hold UMG responsible for the actual and
foreseeable harm he has suffered, and will continue to suffer, because of UMG’s choice to elevate
profits over the well-being of its artists and the music-consuming public.

PARTIES

25. Plaintiff Aubrey Drake Graham, a/k/a Drake, is a rapper, singer, songwriter,
actor, entrepreneur, and philanthropist. Drake is a citizen of Texas.
26. Defendant UMG Recordings, Inc. is a wholly owned subsidiary of Universal

Music Group N.V. (together with UMG, “Universal Music”), a public company formed under the

22 Complaint 1 1, UMG Recordings, Inc. v. Vital Pharms., Inc., No. 1:21-cv-60914 (S.D. Fla. Apr. 28, 2021).

11
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laws of the Netherlands. UMG is a Delaware corporation with its headquarters in California, and
thus it is a citizen of Delaware and California. UMG is registered to do business in New York and
maintains an office in New York City at 1755 Broadway, New York, New York 10019. Indeed,
several of UMG’s record label divisions are headquartered in New York.?® Universal Music touts
itself as “the world leader in music-based entertainment” which “produce[s], distribute[s] and
promote[s] the most critically acclaimed and commercially successful music to delight and
entertain fans around the world.”>* UMG has recording contracts with some of the world’s biggest
music stars, including Taylor Swift, Ariana Grande, Adele, and, relevant here, Drake and Kendrick
Lamar. Drake has been signed under exclusive recording contracts controlled by UMG since 2009,
which provide UMG with the exclusive right to license, sell, and promote his recordings.?®> UMG
is engaged in the business of exploiting “recorded music, music publishing, merchandising, and
audiovisual content,”® including through Republic Records (“Republic”), Capitol Records
(“Capitol”) and Interscope, all of which are wholly owned divisions of UMG. As of 2024,
Kendrick Lamar releases music from his independent label through an exclusive direct licensing
agreement with UMG through Interscope. Universal Music also operates Universal Music
Publishing Group (“UMPG”) as its music publishing and distribution arm. Both Drake and
Kendrick Lamar’s music publishing rights are exclusively controlled by UMPG under songwriter

agreements.

23 Complaint § 7, UMG Recording, Inc. v. Escape Media Group, Inc., No. 1:11-cv-08407 (S.D.N.Y. Nov. 18, 2011).
2 Overview, Universal Music Group, https://www.universalmusic.com/company/#organization
[https://perma.cc/D2JD-YJPD].

% See Mariel Concepcion, Drake Signs To Young Money, Distribution By Universal Republic, Billboard (June 20,

2009), https://www.billboard.com/music/music-news/drake-signs-to-young-money-distribution-by-universal-
republic-268244/ [https://web.archive.org/web/20250114212221/https:/www.billboard.com/music/music-

news/drake-signs-to-young-money-distribution-by-universal-republic-268244/].

26 Universal Music Group, Overview, supra note 24.

12
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JURISDICTION AND VENUE

27.  This Court has jurisdiction over this action and Defendant pursuant to 28 U.S.C.
§ 1332(a)(1), as the matter in controversy exceeds $75,000 exclusive of interests and costs and is
between citizens of different states.

28.  This Court may exercise personal jurisdiction over Defendant pursuant to § 302 of
the New York Civil Practice Law and Rules because UMG transacts business within the state and
owns, uses or possesses real property within the state. Further, this Court may exercise personal
jurisdiction over Defendant pursuant to § 301 of the New York Civil Practice Law and Rules
because UMG systematically and continuously conducts and solicits business within New York
and has availed itself of the privileges of conducting business in the State of New York.

29.  Venue is proper pursuant to 28 U.S.C. 88 1391 (b) and (c) because a substantial
part of the events or omissions by UMG giving rise to the claims occurred in this District, and
because UMG is subject to personal jurisdiction in this District.

BACKGROUND

30. Liability in this case is predicated on the Defamatory Material which UMG
published and/or caused the publication of beginning on May 4, 2024, and continuing through the
date of this filing. This background section provides facts and context about the parties and the
events leading up to the initial publications.

A. Drake Is Internationally Recognized as a Multitalented Rap Superstar.

31. Drake’s career spans two decades. While Drake first rose to fame in the early 2000s
as the star of hit Canadian teen drama television series Degrassi: The Next Generation, the rapper
“Drake” is now known worldwide.

32. Drake is one of the world’s best-selling music artists of all time. Some of Drake’s

biggest hits include “Hotline Bling” and “One Dance.” Between 2010 and 2024, Drake released

13
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eight studio albums, with more than 170 million albums sold including 244 million singles sold.
Drake has had 13 #1 Hits on the Billboard Hot 100 Chart.

33. Drake’s success has been repeatedly celebrated by the music industry. Drake has
been nominated for 55 Grammy Awards, and has won five, including most recently in 2023. Drake
has also won 42 Billboard Music awards and in 2021, Drake accepted Billboard’s “Artist of the
Decade” award. Drake proudly accepted the award with his young son, father, and members of
his team by his side, dedicating the award to his son, friends, longtime collaborators, and peers.

34, Drake’s professional and entrepreneurial endeavors extend beyond music. In 2012,
Drake founded the Canadian-based record label OVO Sound, which has signed artists including
PartyNextDoor, Majid Jordan, Smiley, and Naomi Sharon.

35. Drake also uses the brand name OV O, represented by an owl, for his clothing brand.
Far more than just “label merch,” the clothing brand has collaborated with Canada Goose,
Canadian retailer Roots, Disney, the NCAA, the NFL, and Supreme. In addition to lucrative online
sales, OVO operates several brick-and-mortar stores in Canada, the United States, and the United
Kingdom.?’

36. Drake founded a multidisciplinary media production company, DreamCrew, which
operates a management company, production house, and content studio. Through DreamCrew
Entertainment, Drake has executive-produced award-winning documentary films, feature films,
and hit television programs for FX, Hulu, Netflix, and HBO, including Top Boy, which has
received awards from the British Academy Television Awards, and Euphoria, for which Drake

received a Primetime Emmy Award nomination.

27 Stores, October’s Very Own, https://us.octobersveryown.com/stores [https:/perma.cc/2QPU-LLYW].

14
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37.  As a celebrity with global name recognition, Drake is regularly approached for
collaborations, partnerships, and endorsement deals. In 2013, Drake became the global
ambassador for Toronto’s NBA team, the Raptors. Since then, Drake has inspired new alternate
team jerseys, narrated team advertisements, hosted a “Drake Night” each season for several years,
and pledged charitable contributions to refurbish community basketball courts and to support
Canada Basketball, the country’s national basketball federation. In 2019, the Raptors renamed
their practice facility the “OVO Athletic Centre.” Drake’s partnership with the Raptors is
significant to the team and the city, and President of the Toronto Raptors Masai Ujiri has said that
“the Raptors’ relationship with Drake has always ultimately been about celebrating this city and
the people who make it unique. . . . We have something very special happening in Toronto, and
Drake is a big part of that.”?®

38. Drake’s philanthropic efforts have received almost as much attention and praise as
his music. Drake has a “history of making generous donations” and going on “charitable spree[s]”
in the communities where he shoots music videos and appears on tour.?® Through his charitable
giving, Drake has supported public schools and nonprofit educational programs, community
development organizations and homeless shelters, hurricane relief efforts, and various individuals
in need, including college students, grieving mothers, patients in need of surgery, and fans in dire
need of financial assistance. Drake also focuses on giving back to his community in Houston,

Texas, including by providing much-needed financial assistance in the wake of Hurricane Harvey.

%8 Drake and the Raptors Partnership Continues To Expand, NBA.com (Jan. 19, 2018),
https://www.nba.com/raptors/news/drake-raptors-partnership-continues-to-expand [https://perma.cc/Q2TH-CRFA].

2% Marissa G. Muller, Drake Goes on $175,000 Charity Spree Paying For Groceries and College Tuition For Total
Strangers, W Magazine (Feb. 7, 2018), https://www.wmagazine.com/story/drake-charity-donations-womens-shelter-
groceries-tuition [https://perma.cc/P2FW-Y34L].

15
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39.  As UMG knows and has understood at all relevant times, Drake has never been
indicted for, charged with, or convicted of committing any crimes whatsoever, much less sexual
crimes, or any crimes against minors.

B. UMG Is a Music Industry Giant.

40.  In its own words, UMG is the “world leader in music entertainment.”® UMG is
“engaged in the business of acquiring, administering, licensing, exploiting and otherwise
monetizing a catalog of copyrights containing musical compositions and sound recordings.”!
UMG *“controls almost a third of the music people listen to in the developed world and a sizable
portion in the developing world.”?

41. In the music industry, control over a particular single, aloum, or other collection of
works is governed by various contracts, including traditional recording deals, and distribution,
publishing, and licensing deals. In a traditional recording deal, a record label typically retains
exclusive rights to an artist and the artist’s recordings, and the right to re-recording the
compositions embodied therein for a specified period of time. The label pays an advance for the
artist’s recordings and royalties and finances the provision of services to the artist in areas such as
production, promotions, marketing, and distribution. A distribution deal differs in that it generally
allows an artist to retain ownership of his recordings and grants the record label the exclusive right
to sell, license, and distribute the recordings in certain formats (e.g., digital audio and physical

phonograph records) for a specified period of time. With a music publishing administration deal,

30 Universal Music Group, Overview, supra note 24.
31 Complaint 1, UMG Recordings, Inc. v. Vital Pharms., Inc., No. 1:21-cv-60914 (S.D. Fla. Apr. 28, 2021).

32 Mike Kytka, Universal Music Group: A Royalty on Global Music Consumption, MoneyFlow Research (Sept. 22,
2022) https://moneyflowinvesting.substack.com/p/universal-music-group-a-royalty-on
[https://web.archive.org/web/20221014152632/https://moneyflowinvesting.substack.com/p/universal-music-group-

a-royalty-on].
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the artist as a songwriter generally retains ownership of his musical compositions and pays a
percentage of his music publishing revenues to a publisher to administer, promote, exploit, license,
and protect use of his songs. A 360 deal, also known as a master contract, is the most
comprehensive. It encompasses the traditional rights granted in a recording deal, but also provides
the record label with control over, or a passive income stream from, merchandising, touring,
endorsements and other ancillary ventures the artist may undertake.

42.  Once Universal Music owns the recording, distribution, and/or publishing rights to
a work, it exploits that ownership through licensing deals with third parties. “UMG licenses its
music to hundreds of retailers around the world.”®®* These licensing deals allow third parties to
legally use a recording, a musical composition, or portions thereof. Universal Music has licensing
agreements with all of the major platforms, including, but not limited to, iTunes, Amazon, Apple
Music, Napster (formerly Rhapsody), and Spotify, as well as TikTok and Meta (including
Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, WhatsApp, and Threads). In the event that a person or entity
wants to use a song outside of one of the licensed platforms—for example, to play during a political
rally or a sporting event—it has to request the right to do so from Universal Music, which holds
the synchronization contract. A third party cannot legally use Universal Music’s recordings or
UMPG’s licensed content embodying those recordings in advertising, on a live stage, in film, on
television, or on the radio without the explicit consent of Universal Music. Through its exclusive
licensing rights, Universal Music wields incredible power to promote and popularize a song or
performer. UMG “invest[s] significant amounts of money, time, and effort to . . . advertise,

promote, sell, and distribute” the music it owns.3*

®1d.

34 Complaint 1 6, UMG Recordings, Inc. v. Grande Communications Networks LLC, No. 1:17-cv-00365 (W.D. Tex.
Apr. 21, 2017), ECF No. 1.
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43. Universal Music exercised this control in early 2024, when it pulled its songs from
publication on TikTok over issues with the platform’s use of generative artificial intelligence.®
Through copyright ownership, Universal Music can control the unlicensed use of its music, but it
can also strategically waive or reduce the customary fees it charges for the licensing rights to its
music to provide for the unrestricted spread of a song. This tactic, known as “whitelisting,”
happens when a copyright holder, like Universal Music, permits a user or platform to use its
content without charging fees or imposing other limitations. In the normal course, internet
platforms operate automated content identification systems to block the unauthorized use of
copyrighted material by their users. In whitelisting, these automated systems are turned off.

44, Universal Music says it “exist[s] to shape culture through the power of artistry”
because music “is unique in its ability to inspire people”**—that power to shape culture and inspire
people is apparent by the numbers. In its 2023 annual report, Universal Music boasts that it has a
catalog of more than 220 artists and brands, 3.2 million recordings, and 4.5 million owned and
administered titles.3” At the end of 2023, Universal Music had an ownership interest in 61 of the

Billboard Hot 100 tracks.® In Q1 2024, Billboard reported that UMG represented 33.9 percent of

% See Glenn Peoples, UMG’s TikTok Standoff Affects Over 60% of the Most Popular Songs, Billboard Pro (Mar. 1,
2024), https://www.billboard.com/pro/universal-music-tiktok-fight-affects-majority-most-popular-songs/
[https://perma.cc/M7FED-5MNH]; Todd Spangler, TikTok Removes Songs from Taylor Swift, Drake and More After
Universal Music Deal Termination, Variety (Feb. 1, 2024), https://variety.com/2024/digital/news/taylor-swift-drake-
removed-tiktok-1235894245/ [https://perma.cc/ZD7T-CWYG].

3 Universal Music Group, Overview, supra note 24.

37 Universal Music Group, Annual Report at 9 (Mar. 28, 2024), https://view.publitas.com/cfreport/umg-annual-report-
2023/page/9 [https://perma.cc/XIM3-WKVB].

38 Peoples, supra note 35.
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the record label market share.®® On social media platforms alone, music owned by Universal
Music was streamed 11 trillion times in 2023.4°

45, UMG’s size dwarves other music companies, and this “size gives it an advantage.”
UMG has “a physical presence in 200 geographic markets” which gives artists signed to UMG “a
critical edge compared to peers at competing labels as the company can amplify the local success
of an artist from one region to the rest of the world.”*

46. UMG uses this size and dominance to convince artists to sign with its record labels.
Because of streaming, “it is more of an uphill battle than ever before to capture the audience’s
attention amongst a sea of other songs.”*? UMG’s market position, combined with the flood of
content that hits streaming platforms every day, means that artists “depend on UMG to stand out
from the crowd.”® Even established artists depend upon UMG to “maximize their commercial
success through its world-class marketing, proprietary data analytics, global distribution network,
and additional monetization opportunities.”** Aurtists sign with UMG, in sum, because “a UMG
partnership” promises to support the artist’s music with “an experienced team of professionals

incentivized to advance [one’s] career.”*

39 Dan Rys, Record Label Market Share Q1 2024: Warner Records Posts Huge Gains While Universal Enters a New
Era, Billboard (Apr. 12, 2024), https://www.billboard.com/business/record-labels/record-label-market-share-g1-
2024-universal-warner-1235655068/ [https://perma.cc/2ETX-7ESV]; Press Release, Universal Music Group N.V.
Reports Financial Results for the First Quarter Ended March 31, 2024, Universal Music Group (May 2, 2024),
https://assets.ctfassets.net/e66ejtqgbaazg/6140YzS1StqrjuaCDprUY1/b291a4b4eaadadcl3abdee7e28fh293c/Q1l 202
4 results_press_release.pdf [https://perma.cc/X6L4-E3K2].

40 Universal Music Group, Annual Report, supra note 37, at 7.
41 Kytka, supra note 32.

42d.

$d.

4 1d.

S d.
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47. UMG’s executives are handsomely compensated for exploiting artistic works.
UMG reports that its executive compensation is driven by its transition to more performance-based
packages. UMG executives, including those at Interscope, have an annual incentive program
through which they are rewarded for meeting and surpassing sales and profit projections, among
other metrics. The incentives are largely based on the specific UMG division, rather than the
performance of UMG more generally. For example, the annual incentive or bonus of Interscope’s
CEO, John Janick, is based 90% on the financial success of Interscope and only 10% on the
financial success of UMG generally.

48.  This division-based incentive structure creates perverse incentives within UMG.
Mr. Janick and other Interscope executives are incentivized to maximize the financial success of
the Interscope labels without taking into account the impact on other UMG labels. For example,
through the promotion of the Recording and its revitalizing impact on Kendrick Lamar’s entire
recording catalog, including his first five studio albums, Interscope and Interscope executives
benefit regardless of the effect on other UMG labels, like Republic, which represents Drake.

C. UMG and Drake Have a Long Partnership.

49, UMG began profiting off Drake’s art in 2009.46 The parties extended their contract
in 2022. After announcing the 2022 contract extension, Sir Grainge described Drake as one of the
“biggest artists of today” and expressed that UMG “couldn’t be more excited about what lies
ahead” for its relationship with Drake.*” Through the contract extension, UMG profits from its

exclusive right to exploit Drake’s music.

46 Concepcion, supra note 25.

47 Earnings Call Transcript — Universal Music Group N.V. (UMGNF) CEO Lucian Grainge on Q1 2022 Results,
Seeking Alpha (May 3, 2022), https://seekingalpha.com/article/4506501-universal-music-group-nv-umgnf-ceo-
lucian-grainge-on-q1-2022-results-earnings-call-transcript
[https://web.archive.org/web/20221010054001/https://seekingalpha.com/article/4506501-universal-music-group-nv-
umgnf-ceo-lucian-grainge-on-gq1-2022-results-earnings-call-transcript].
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50.  The contract between UMG and Drake is up for renegotiation in 2025. By the
Spring of 2024, UMG understood that the rise of streaming platforms had “enhanced the
bargaining power of artists. Established artists whose contracts are coming up for renewal are in
an improved position to demand higher take rates due to the improvement in the visibility of cash
flows and risk reduction.”*® And as described below, on information and belief, UMG was
incentivized to act, and in fact did act, in a manner to reduce that bargaining leverage in advance
of upcoming negotiations with Drake over contract renewal.

D. UMG Has Licensing and Publishing Rights over Kendrick Lamar’s
Music.

51.  On information and belief, from 2012 through 2023, Kendrick Lamar was signed
to an exclusive production company agreement with Top Dawg Entertainment which, in turn,
furnished his exclusive recording services to the Aftermath Entertainment record imprint, a joint
venture of Interscope. The sound recording copyrights to Kendrick Lamar’s first five studio
albums are owned and controlled by Interscope. In 2023, having fulfilled his recording obligations
to Top Dawg Entertainment and Aftermath Records, Kendrick Lamar signed a new short-term
exclusive recording and licensing deal with UMG, through Interscope, and an exclusive publishing
administration agreement with UMG, through UMPG. Through these contracts, UMG exclusively
controls the release, publication, and licensing of all music products created by Kendrick Lamar
during the term of the contract, including the Defamatory Material. On information and belief,
Lamar signed a short-term deal with UMG to see if UMG could prove its value to him—to promote

him more effectively than any other music company could—in a compressed timeframe.

48 Kytka, supra note 32.
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52. If successful, Lamar would then continue his relationship with UMG through a
new, longer-term contract. On information and belief, that long-term deal was consummated in
December of 2024.

53.  On information and belief, UMG’s contracts with Kendrick Lamar provide UMG
the right to prevent the publication of, and/or to insist on modifications to, any material created by
Kendrick Lamar, including but not limited to any content which UMG believes to be defamatory.

UMG PUBLISHES THE DEFAMATORY MATERIAL

A UMG Publishes the Recording and Begins to Defame Drake.

54.  On May 4, 2024, pursuant to its publication and licensing rights, UMG published
the Recording for streaming on YouTube, YouTube Music, Spotify, Apple Music, Amazon Music,
Pandora, iHeart Radio, Tidal, SoundCloud, Audiomack, Napster, Qobuz, Last.fm, and Deezer, and
made the Recording available for purchase on Apple Music and Amazon Music.

55. When viewed on Spotify, Apple Music, Amazon Music, iHeart Radio,
SoundCloud, and Deezer, the Recording includes the following language: “exclusive license to
Interscope Records,” which is a division of UMG.

56.  Since Defendant’s initial publication of the Recording, the Recording has been
streamed globally more than 990 million times on Spotify alone as of the date of this filing.*°

57.  The Recording repeatedly accuses Drake of engaging in criminal acts, including
pedophilia and/or other acts that would require registering as a sex offender and of being registered
as a sex offender.

58.  Within the first minute, the Recording identifies Drake by name and states that

Lamar has heard that Drake has a predilection for underage women: “Say, Drake, | hear you like

4 Spotify Chart History, Not Like Us, Kworb.net (last visited Jan. 14, 2025),
https://kworb.net/spotify/track/6 Al3ezQ403HUoP6Dhudph3.html [https://perma.cc/3ANBM-LBQQ].
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‘em young.”®® The next line is a thinly veiled threat that Drake should be careful that he never
ends up in prison, a place where child predators are notoriously the targets of violence: “You better
not ever go to cell block one.”®! The Recording continues to say that any woman who falls in love
with Drake should be careful to “hide” her “lil” sister from him.”2

59. Next, in a perverse reference to Drake’s 2021 album “Certified Lover Boy:”
“Certified Lover Boy? Certified pedophiles.” In a play on the dual meaning of minor—a person
under the age of 18 and a musical scale—the Recording says that Drake is “Tryna strike a chord
and it’s probably A-Minor.”®* Later in the Recording, Lamar describes Drake as “Malibu most
wanted.”®® The Recording continues to say that Drake and the people in his circle need to be
served with a “subpoena” because a “predator” moves “in flocks” and asserts that Drake’s name
“gotta be registered and placed on neighborhood watch.”>®

60.  The Recording also repeatedly suggests that violence should be used against Drake
because he is a pedophile. Like the sound of someone being beaten up, the Recording repeats
“wop, wop, wop, wop” and then says Lamar will “fuck em up.”’ Later, the Recording threatens
that if Drake comes to Oakland, where Lamar grew up, he will not make it out alive: “I think that
Oakland show gon’ be your last stop.”®® The Recording makes clear that justice will be served

not through the legal system and/or commentary on social media, “Fuck a caption,” but through

%0 Recording, supra note 3, at 00:40-00:42 (emphasis added).
51 1d. at 00:42-00:45 (emphasis added).
52 1d. at 00:45-00:50 (emphasis added).
53 1d. at 00:57-01:00 (emphasis added).
54 1d. at 01:06-01:14 (emphasis added).
%5 1d. at 01:40-01:42 (emphasis added).
%6 1d. at 02:11-02:15 (emphasis added).
57 1d. at 00:57-01:02 (emphasis added).
%8 1d. at 01:25-01:28 (emphasis added).
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physical violence, “want action, no accident, and I’m hands-on, He fuck around, get polished.”*®
At the end of the Recording, the lyrics threateningly repeat: “Hey, hey, hey, hey, run for your life,
Hey, hey, hey, hey, run for your life.”®

61.  The Recording contains numerous additional statements that imply the existence of
evidence to support the allegations against Drake. The Recording threatens that Lamar could
reveal more secrets about Drake, “Rabbit hole is still deep, | can go further