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Executive summary 
 

Booksellers are actively embracing new digital developments and technologies. They are firmly online, 
and have invested significantly in e-commerce and social commerce to meet their customers’ 
demands. But there are challenges. Bookstores are competing with large corporations with huge 
digital presence who play by a different set of rules – especially when it comes to tax – unfettered by 
national regulation. 

These digital giants find ways to pay little to no taxes compared to their smaller competitors, who 
create local jobs, pay local taxes, and spend money with local suppliers. Their harmful tax practices 
help them gain market share, lock customers into their ecosystems and increase their profit 
substantially, even more so during the COVID-19 pandemic. And while that’s bad for bookstores, it’s 
bad for everyone else too, including consumers and their local communities. 

It is, therefore, high time that digital tech giants pay their fair share of taxes where they generate 
profit and contribute to the country’s economy, instead of paying almost no tax and funnelling their 
profit through tax havens.  

Given the ongoing delays experienced in the OECD negotiations on a global digital tax and the 
increasingly diverging national digital taxation rules that continue to arise, we are calling for swift 
European action on a European digital tax for tech giants. 
 

 

About EIBF 
 

The European and International Booksellers Federation (EIBF) represents national Booksellers 
Associations in the European Union and further afield. Our objective is to represent our members’ 
interests at European level and internationally. EIBF members in turn have in membership booksellers 
of all kinds: bricks-and-mortar bookshops, online bookshops, independents, chains etc. 
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Key arguments and calls to action 
 

1. European SMEs pay a strong price for the tax that tech giants avoid  

SMEs contribute to financial sustainability in their areas by providing jobs, paying local taxes, and 
spending money with local suppliers. When customers spend locally (whether in stores or online), that 
money is also reinvested within their community. 

Meanwhile, for many years, tech giants have avoided paying taxes or have taken advantage of 
sweetheart tax deals, thus making little to no tax contributions compared to their smaller competitors, 
and especially when looking at their profits.  

Among all the tech giants, Amazon is the online platform that has the biggest (and most harmful) 
impact on the book sector. Hence, the examples below highlight concerns regarding the harmful tax 
practices of that specific tech giant that operates both worldwide and across several European 
markets.  

In 2017, the European Commission found that Amazon had been given illegal selective tax benefits by 
the Luxembourg government. The Commission concluded that such tax deals allowed Amazon to pay 
substantially less tax than other businesses given that almost three-quarters of the tech giant’s 
business from May 2006 to June 2014 went untaxed, a claim Amazon is rebutting.  

Since then, further reports and investigations have revealed that Amazon and other large digital 
corporations do not pay enough taxes or are given preferential tax breaks. 

In 2019, the Guardian reported that Amazon Europe was granted €241 million in tax credits in 2018, 
despite reporting nearly €30 billion in sales. In December of the same year (2019), tax transparency 
campaign group Fair Tax Mark accused the Silicon Six (Amazon, Facebook, Google, Netflix, Apple and 
Microsoft) of “aggressively avoiding” $100 billion of global tax over the past decade in a report. The 
study singles out Amazon as the worst offender, highlighting that the company paid just $3.4 billion 
(€2.84 billion) in tax on its income so far this decade, despite achieving revenues of $960.5 billion 
(€805 billion) and profits of $26.8bn (€22.4 billion). 

Despite all this, efforts to adequately tax large digital corporations have not been successful and have 
not been achieved fast enough. For years, the Council of the EU has blocked advances in the country-
by-country reporting proposal, a rule that would oblige multinationals to reveal how much profit they 
make and how much tax they pay in each of the 27 member states. Only in March 2021, the Council 
broke the deadlock and reached an agreement to start negotiating with the European Parliament  on 
the file — 4 years after the European Commission’s proposal. 

Meanwhile, at a global level, the OECD has been negotiating for the past years to introduce a global 
digital tax for very large corporations, so that they are taxed where profits are earned, regardless of 
physical presence. However, these negotiations have also faced delays and blocks. Due to these delays 
at international level and the lack of initiative from the EU, national governments in Europe have 
begun pushing for their own digital taxation rules. This is the case, for instance, in France with the 
GAFA tax and in the UK with the Digital Services Tax for large multinational enterprises. More on this 
below. 

In response to this, tech giants began increasing fees and passing on costs for developers and third-
party sellers. In the UK, they increased fees for third-party sellers by 2%, while other countries were 
also being hit by similar price rises. 

As a result, small businesses and consumers are paying the price for either a lack of real tax 

accountability or diverging national policies on corporate digital taxation.  

 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_17_3701
https://www.irishtimes.com/business/technology/amazon-fights-250m-bill-over-luxembourg-tax-arrangement-1.4193867
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/sep/09/amazon-europe-received-241m-in-tax-credits-in-2018
https://fairtaxmark.net/
https://fairtaxmark.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Silicon-Six-Report-5-12-19.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/nov/28/12-eu-states-reject-move-to-expose-companies-tax-avoidance
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/proposal-directive-corporate-tax-transparency-country-country-reporting_en#:~:text=Search-,Proposal%20for%20a%20directive%20on%20corporate%20tax,country%2Dby%2Dcountry%20reporting)&text=In%20April%202016%2C%20the%20Commission,%2Dby%2Dcountry%20reporting).
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/proposal-directive-corporate-tax-transparency-country-country-reporting_en#:~:text=Search-,Proposal%20for%20a%20directive%20on%20corporate%20tax,country%2Dby%2Dcountry%20reporting)&text=In%20April%202016%2C%20the%20Commission,%2Dby%2Dcountry%20reporting).
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/03/council-approves-greater-corporate-transparency-for-big-multinationals/?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Council+approves+greater+corporate+transparency+for+big+multinationals
https://www.politico.eu/article/amid-political-rancor-global-digital-tax-deal-pushed-back-until-mid-2021/
https://www.gouvernement.fr/en/gafa-tax-a-major-step-towards-a-fairer-and-more-efficient-tax-system)
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/introduction-of-the-digital-services-tax/digital-services-tax
https://www.theverge.com/2020/9/2/21418114/european-uk-digital-tax-services-apple-google-amazon-raise-prices
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Call to action: 

We call for a common European digital tax that does not harm or jeopardise European SMEs and 
their online growth, and enables them to compete on a fair level playing field with online tech 
giants.  

 

 

2. The urgent need for a European-wide digital tax 

We are fully aware of the OECD efforts in negotiating to introduce a global digital tax for very large 
corporations. However, there have been disagreements and continuous delays in these negotiations, 
meaning that the current forecast for a proposal is summer 2021.  

In this context, and in light of the delays and lack of agreement, several European countries have 
acknowledged the urgency of the circumstances and have taken the initiative to introduce unilateral 
measures on digital taxation for large corporations. This is the case, for instance, of France’s GAFA tax.  

The GAFA tax is a highly ambitious step forward, making France one of the leading countries on digital 
taxation. The tax targets companies with a worldwide turnover on their digital activities of over €750 
million and a turnover in France of over €25 million by imposing a 3% levy on the total annual revenues 
generated in France. 

However, while these efforts represent a positive first step at national level, we remain sceptical as to 
whether national digital taxation rules can overcome the tax challenges stemming from the increasing 
global digitalisation of the economy and cross-border operations by large online platforms. 

Furthermore, we believe that a divergence between national policies risks fragmenting the European 
digital single market, and making these policies less effective. 

Therefore, a European solution is required for a problem that goes beyond national borders. 

Call to action: 

We call for a swift and ambitious European-wide solution to digital taxation for large corporations. 
Diverging national digital taxation rules are insufficient in adequately addressing the fast-changing 
pace and cross-border nature of the digital economy.  

  
 

3. European consumers and their local communities will benefit from a digital tax  

When more taxes are paid, more public budget is available, public money which pays for schools, 
hospitals, libraries, etc.  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the world’s largest tech companies have tripled their profits, as 
ongoing lockdowns, working-from-home and social distancing have all contributed to an increase in 
e-commerce and overall online activity. 

Simultaneously, cities, local communities and high street retailers have experienced huge financial 
pressures, with their tax revenues strained and expenses increasing, as the need for social services 
keeps growing. 

Giant tech companies paying taxes where they generate profit would benefit entire communities, as 
the money spent by consumers would be reinvested locally. Essentially, the more money available for 
public spending, the more citizens can benefit from well-funded and thriving communities. 
 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/newsletters/2021-02-02/tech-tax-expected-in-summer-2021
https://www.gouvernement.fr/en/gafa-tax-a-major-step-towards-a-fairer-and-more-efficient-tax-system
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/oct/29/amazon-profits-latest-earnings-report-third-quarter-pandemic
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/covid-19-and-fiscal-relations-across-levels-of-government-ab438b9f/
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To quote Alex Cobham, economist and chief executive of the Tax Justice Network, “by ensuring 
multinational corporations pay their fair share locally for the wealth created locally by people’s work 
– based on an agreed formula and supplemented by a minimum effective tax rate – governments can 
strengthen their economies to run smoothly and make a good life possible for everyone.” 

Call to action: 

We call for a common European digital tax that requires tech giants to pay their fair share of taxes 
where they generate profit and contribute to national economies, for the benefit of all.  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/dec/02/new-study-deems-amazon-worst-for-aggressive-tax-avoidance

