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EBF Contribution to the  

European Commission Green Paper  
“Unlocking the Potential of Cultural and Creative 

Industries” 
 

 
The European Booksellers Federation [“EBF”] is a non-commercial umbrella organisation 
representing national Booksellers Associations in the European Union within the EU and the 
EEA.  Through its members, EBF speaks on behalf of more than 25,000 individual 
booksellers. Depending on the country, booksellers represented include independent 
booksellers, national bookshop chains, supermarkets, internet retailers and other cultural or 
general outlets selling books.  
 
The objectives of EBF are to: 
 

• Enhance the image of ‘The Bookseller’  

• Strengthen links between booksellers’ associations 

• Assist booksellers’ associations in promoting excellence in the profession 

• Represent the interest of the bookselling trade in the European institutions.  
 
In view of this last point, EBF very much welcomes the opportunity to take part in the  
consultation and debate sparked by the Green Paper “Unlocking the Potential of Cultural and 
Creative Industries”, to answer and comment on the questions raised and other important 
issues at stake, and to give its views on priorities for action at EU level. 
 
EBF welcomes the Green Paper and the attention given to the importance of Europe’s 
cultural and creative industries (hereafter CCIs) in terms of employment and growth. A vast 
majority of the players in the cultural and creative sector are indeed micro-entities or SMEs 
that they play a crucial role in terms of job creation and local development, therefore  
contributing de facto  to a smarter, more sustainable and inclusive growth. As stated in the 
Green Paper, CCIs provide for more than 5 million jobs of which the book industry alone 
accounts for more than half a million. 
 
The Green Paper raises a number of questions and wants to understand in particular which 
actions at EU level could further stimulate creativity and innovation in the cultural sector. In 
the following section, EBF makes a number of suggestions and also details which conditions 
booksellers believe are necessary prerequisites for a healthy development of the bookselling 
industry. 
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1. Putting in place new enablers for cultural expression and celebrating the 
existing ones 

 
EBF shares the Commission’s view that the cultural sector thrives on new technologies, 
audiences, distribution channels and consumption modes and that it constantly needs to 
readapt its business models. New interactive online tools, such as social network groups, 
wikis, etc. play an increasing role in the creation and dissemination of various cultural 
expressions and more and more booksellers use these innovative tools. However, EBF 
wants to draw the Commission’s attention to the fact that in this new environment, where the 
borders between creators and consumers and between reliable and unreliable information 
are blurred, there is an ever-increasing need for trusted mediators, who are in a position to 
give unbiased, reliable and informed advice. Terrestrial booksellers play the role of such 
trusted mediators, thanks to their professionalism and their experience. In addition, 
booksellers, thanks to the physicality of their shops, which display a wide variety of books of 
all genre in an attractive and touchable manner, are indispensable promoters of literacy 
and reading – the fundamental basis of a knowledge society.  European decision-makers 
have therefore a duty of care to ensure that the book chain, from the author over the 
publisher to the bookseller, operate under fair business conditions and with the required legal 
guarantees in terms of copyright and authors’ moral rights. In order to make sure that 
European citizens can  keep on  accessing  books in the format and at the place of their 
choice, it is essential that booksellers can compete in a fair level playing field with other 
stakeholders and that  their commercial activities are not undermined by unfair competition 
from non-commercial actors (such as libraries) or by piracy. 
 

 

2. Matching the skill needs through focused actions 

 
To enhance booksellers’ efforts to adapt to the changing environment, to learn new skills and 
to create new business models, EBF can see a real added value in setting up mechanisms 
for the exchange of best practices between booksellers from different countries. As the 
Commission might be aware, the pace of developments, in particular as regards digitization, 
is quite different from country to country. Whereas in some countries concerted actions have 
already led to completely new business models, stakeholders in other countries are still 
lagging behind in their response to new developments. EBF, as the European body 
representing booksellers, could play an active role in the facilitation of such an 
exchange, for instance by collecting and disseminating best practices (among others, in 
form of guide/hand books) or by organizing workshops dedicated to the exchange of 
knowledge and professional experience. EBF suggests that the European Commission  
could contribute to such a scheme , by offering some financial support. 
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3. Promoting private investment in a legal and business environment that is 
clear, fair and safe  

 
To stimulate private investment by booksellers in new business models, a number of 
favourable business conditions have to be met: 
 
Fair competition: 
 

� A fair level playing field between players, in particular between booksellers who are 
private business entities and publicly funded institutions, such as libraries. 
Unfair competition would indeed arise if libraries or other institutions benefiting from 
taxpayers’ money were to loan e-books for free.  Borrowers of free e-books would no 
longer need to go into European bookshops, undermining thereby the commercial 
book chain. 

� Booksellers operate in an increasingly competitive business environment.  Fair 
competition means that no player should have an unfair advantage over others (as 
we believed was the case with the proposed Google Settlement in the United States, 
especially if Google were given control over orphan works). 

 
A solid legal guarantee: 
 
Copyright is the backbone of the book industry. It guarantees a fair remuneration to 
creators and those who take financial risks to make creators’ works available to European 
consumers, publishers and booksellers. Whether in the terrestrial world or in the digital world,  
copyright must be absolutely respected. 
 
Trust and security 
 
If the European Commission  wants the book industry to invest in new business models and 
in new content platforms, it has to clearly commit itself to a strong anti-piracy policy. 
Stamping out piracy and illegal file sharing in all Member States should be given political 
priority. If the EU wants to prevent that the book industry undergoes similar job losses as 
happened in the music industry, and if it wants to avoid a decrease of emerging artists 
entering the market, it has to take strong actions to stop illegal filesharing and downloading. 
EBF strongly recommends to the European Commission to undertake information and 
awareness-raising actions, which must be followed by coercive measures in cases where 
there has been repetitive flaunting of the law. Internet Service Providers must also take a 
positive role to act against illegal file sharing.  
 
Taxation of e-books 
 
To encourage new business models in the book sector and in particular stimulate the take-off 
of the e-book, the EU has to ensure that a consistent tax policy is applied to books. EBF has 
always advocated for favourable tax policies for reading and therefore urges the Commission 
to refrain from taxing books – whatever their format: printed, digital or audio.  
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4. Local development and global reach 

 
It is certainly a fact that terrestrial booksellers are strong contributors to local 
development.  Booksellers have outlets in a variety of environments: in the high streets of 
cities and tows, in rural regions, in shopping malls, in remote villages. As local businesses 
they offer job opportunities to the local population and take part in the local wealth creation 
process. They also play a crucial role in local communities as centres for social exchange 
and access to knowledge and culture. 
 
In the digital world, local booksellers can now also reach out potential customers globally and 
many of the terrestrial bookshops have engaged in online selling. EBF is happy to report that 
a significant number of national booksellers’ associations have been investing time and 
money in the setting up of online distribution platforms for e-books, in partnership with 
aggregators and publishers. Examples of operating platforms are “Libreka” in Germany 
(www.libreka.de), the Flemish e-book platform (www.e-boek.org) or Libranda in Spain 
(www.libranda.com).   
 

EBF believes that the European Commission is in a key position to help the European book 
industry take on the digital challenge and reflect on a European answer from the European 
book industry to challenging initiatives such as Google Editions or Google books. It 
has been widely reported that Google will be releasing their “cloud bookstore,” known as 
Editions, sometime this summer with upwards of 4 million books available. It is assumed that 
initially Editions will cover only books submitted by publishers, probably launching with 
400,000 to 600,000 to start, many more than Apple currently has in the entire iBookstore. 
The settlement between Google, authors and publishers over Google’s scanning of books 
that are in copyright but out-of-print (aka Google Books)ha snot been approved yet by the 
Court. Whether Google plans to sell the out-of-copyright books has also not been 
announced, but it is assumed that they may be available to readers through Editions. Google 
plans for the books to be read through a web browser rather than a specific reading program 
or device.   

It goes without saying that online access is a great asset for European citizens and a 
fantastic opportunity for creators and distributors of cultural content. However, while online 
access can be a launchpad to global success for emerging creators, it presents above all 
great marketing opportunities for international and online sales forces.  In a globalized world, 
where the English language has become the de facto “lingua franca”, one of the dangers of 
more online access is the polarization on major languages to the detriment of minority 
languages which have a more difficult access to the market and to online sales.  This would 
be in total contradiction with the 2005 Unesco Convention on the protection and promotion of 
the diversity of cultural expressions and the Article 167 of the European Treaty. EBF is 
convinced that only if the EU continues to enforce the respect of copy and authors’ moral 
rights, minor languages and non-mainstream culture can continue to florish alongside the 
major productions and bestsellers, thereby ensuring cultural diversity, democracy and social 
inclusion. 
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5. Cultural Exchange and International Trade 

 
To stimulate cultural exchange and diversity, EBF would suggest that appropriate support 
should be given to bookshops in the European Union promoting non-national, European 
emerging authors whose work have been translated into other European languages. EBF 
noted with great satisfaction that an increasing number of publishing houses and groups 
have taken advantage of the  translation grants offered by the European Commission.  
EBF would suggest that a further step should be taken by the European Commission in  that 
direction, to make sure that high quality literature finds it way to European readers.  Indeed, 
booksellers are cultural agents as well as commercial entities. They have a duty of care for 
their staff, for their businesses, for their community, for their cultural role and must therefore 
implement profitable business models. 
In order to generate sufficient turnover, bookshops have to have enough fast-rotating books 
(front list and  bestsellers) on their shelves to be in a position to also stock so called high-
quality literature or emerging talents, which by definition are slower rotating books.  Many 
bookshops, independent or chain stores find it financially difficult to create the necessary 
space for these high-quality literature productions.  
 
EBF would therefore like to suggest that  the European Commission sets up a scheme that 
grants financial support to booksellers who promote high-quality literature and 
emerging authors. Such support could come in form of the reimbursement of expenses 
incurred with the organization of author reading events or for the production of related 
promotional material.  
 
Such a support could also be linked to a “European quality bookshop label” project. In 
practical terms, to launch the process, EBF would favour a selective, step-by-step approach 
whereby a sample of bookshops, carefully identified by EBF and its Members would 
participate in a first pilot project to test the European the bookshop label system. Based on 
the experience gained, these bookshops could then assist the Commission in defining the 
exact criteria and other practicalities for a larger, EU-wide scheme. 
 
Unlike the music industry, the book industry is defined by very fragmented markets 
determined by languages and copyright. As the middleman between rights holders and 
readers – who might be from any country in  Europe or outside the EU - the bookseller has to 
deal with various consumer protection, e-commerce and copyright rules and cope with 
various tax regimes. Yet, even when selling abroad, booksellers remain accountable across 
borders, and this creates a number of legal incertainties. EBF therefore salutes the efforts 
already made by the European Commission in that direction and advocates for further efforts 
towards harmonised tax, consumer and business policies in order to make cultural 
exchanges possible and guarantee a rich and diversified cultural book offer  to European 
citizens. 
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Summary of Actions and Conclusion 
 
To summarize, EBF recommends the following 5 priorities for actions at EU level:  
 
1. Enforcement of copyright and fight against piracy through both information 

campaigns and coercitive actions, and by responsibilizing ISP companies for the content 
they put online 

2. Financial support to bookshops promoting high-quality literature as well as 
emerging talents from other European countries, possibly in the framework of a European 
quality bookshop label 

3. Ensuring that fair competition rules are respected, in particular between bookshops and 
publicly funded libraries 

4. Don’t tax reading! Equal VAT treatment for all format of books: e-book, p-book, audio-
book 

5. Development of a credible European answer to Google’s online bookshop “Google 
Edition” 

 
To conclude, EBF is convinced that booksellers, as important cultural and economic 
stakeholders have a great potential to contribute to the objectives of the EU 2020 strategy for 
a more inclusive, sustainable and smarter growth. The above mentioned actions are part of 
the path toward these objectives.   
EBF would like to offer its support for the implementation of the various actions proposed and 
looks forward to participating in the consultation ensuing the first report of the Wise Men 
Committee on Digitization and Europeana. 
 
For more information, contact: 
 
Fran Dubruille, EBF Director  
eurobooks@skynet.be 
 
 


