
 

 

Public consultation on geo-blocking and other geographically based 
restrictions when shopping and accessing information in the EU 

 

We, the Federation of European Publishers (www.fep-fee.eu), understand that this public consultation does not 

deal directly with copyright issues, however we believe that it touches upon specific issues which are indirectly 

linked to our concerns, therefore, instead of answering the questionnaire, we are hereby submitting a short note 

for your attention: 

In the book sector, the issue of territoriality is handled in a fundamentally different way than in other sectors. 

The author grants a license directly to the publisher for the commercial exploitation of a work. Publishers usually 

acquire and manage worldwide exclusive rights for books in a specific language (except for European publishers 

from English speaking countries who acquire at least pan-European licenses). For example, a Lithuanian publisher 

can sell the book in Lithuanian to readers of Lithuanian all over Europe because no other publisher will usually 

be able to acquire a license for the same language. As a result, publishers can sell books through online or brick-

and-mortar retailers, across the whole internal market without limitations. In unusual cases where the author 

has limited the publisher’s right to certain territories, publishers must of course respect this choice. 

For sales of both physical books and e-books the current practice is individual management of rights, as European 

publishers usually acquire digital as well as analogue rights. As far as copyright management is concerned, any 

European reader should therefore be able to buy access to any e-book offered by any e-retailer. As a general 

principle, it is fundamental to preserve the contractual freedom between the author and the publisher, on the 

one hand, and between the publishers and the e-distributors/ e-retailers, on the other hand.  

An EU intervention in this field would not solve the rare cases in which European citizens encounter obstacles in 

accessing e-books, which in fact have other causes. Most exceptionally, technical challenges due to a very 

nascent e-book market (less than 1% in a majority of EU countries, 13% in the UK, 3% in France and around 5% 

in Germany) may make it unprofitable for e-retailers to make the necessary investments to serve foreign 

customers. In such cases, limiting the contract to certain territories is an acceptable commercial choice. However 

this is not the rule and in fact very rarely occurs in the digital book sector. A factor which has caused some 

difficulty is the duty to implement the new VAT rules which require VAT to be collected in the country of 

consumption.  This system sometimes causes difficulties due to the need to identify where the transaction will 

take place. FEP is willing to work together with booksellers on this issue and wishes to gain the Commission’s 

support for this challenging transition. Both booksellers and publishers are predominantly SMEs, and they may 

find the investment involved in managing different currencies and tax rates through the electronic value chain 

disproportionately high in relation to the sometimes very limited commercial opportunities of selling e-books 

across borders.  

To put it in a nutshell, prohibiting all territorial restrictions would actually favor the big e-commerce actors, which 

are mainly of US origin, and which are most likely to have a full cross-border offer today. 

Please see the publishers’ commitment in the framework of Licences for Europe: https://ec.europa.eu/licences-

for-europe-dialogue/sites/licences-for-europe-dialogue/files/2-E-books-roadmap_0.pdf  
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