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The European Blind Union (EBU) is a non-governmental, non profit making European organisation founded in 1984. It is one of the six regional bodies of the World Blind Union, and it promotes the interests of blind people and people with low vision in Europe. It currently operates within a network of 45 national members including organisations from all 27 European Union member states, candidate nations and other major countries in geographical Europe.
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We are happy for our contribution to be made public.

Additional information requested by the European Commission

You are included in one of the following groups:

 Non-Governmental organisation (NGO)

 Do you agree to the publication of your personal data?

 Yes

Do you agree to have your response to the consultation published along with other responses?

 Yes

Introduction

The European Blind Union (EBU) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the European Commission consultation on a review of existing legislation on VAT reduced rates.
We fully agree with the third guiding principle outlined by the European Commission in its Communication to the European Parliament, the Council and the European Economic and Social Committee on the future of VAT
, i.e. that similar goods and services should be subject to the same VAT rate and that progress in technology should be taken into account so that the challenge of convergence between the on-line and the physical environment is addressed’. Therefore, electronically supplied services should no longer be excluded from the scope of reduced VAT rates
We hope that our contribution will assist the Commission in shaping the future review of existing legislation on VAT reduced rates. 

Question 6: Do you agree that those electronic services that would qualify for the reduced rate will have to be precisely defined in a uniform way at an EU level or do you consider that a broad definition in the VAT Directive would be sufficient?
Yes, we agree that those electronic services that would qualify for the reduced rate would have to be defined in a uniform manner at EU level.

However, in order to ensure that the definition is future-proof, the legislation must include a mechanism for this definition to be regularly updated. Past experience shows that legislative cycles rarely keep up with the pace of technology development. The European Commission should therefore ensure that policies and procedures are kept up-to-date and do not create new discrepancies and inequalities over time.

Question 7: Considering the need for a uniform and future proofed approach at EU level, what should be the definition of an e-book in EU-law?
The common definition of an e-book is that it is the electronic version of a printed book, i.e. that it delivers the same information to the end-user, albeit in a different format. However we acknowledge that, increasingly, some books are 'born digital', i.e. without a printed equivalent. 
The fact that e-books only function in combination with additional hardware and software is not an argument that should be used to determine how an e-book should be taxed. A book is a book. We therefore believe that books and e-books are ‘similar goods and services’ for the purpose of taxation. 
Only a tiny proportion of printed books (less than 5%) get published in accessible formats such as large print or Braille and the vast majority of books are never published in such format by publishers. So most people with sight loss are effectively experiencing a ‘book famine’, i.e. they have a very limited choice in terms of access to books, unlike their sighted peers. 
Increasing the offer of e-books can provide additional choice for print-disabled people. Unfortunately the taxation of e-books at a standard rate of VAT, in contrast with a reduced rate of VAT on printed books, is reintroducing discrimination where technology is beginning to offer accessible solutions. People who rely on an electronic format to access books are discriminated against. 

The fact that an electronic product may contain, besides the content of a printed book, background music and/or additional material is irrelevant - it should still be considered as a similar product in the sense of the third guiding principle set out above. While the cost of the product may be higher than that of a ‘standalone’ e-book, the VAT regime should not create an additional barrier to access for those end-users who do not have a choice. 

With the rapid growth of the e-book market, there is a unique opportunity to provide equal access to a vast range of books in a format that blind and partially people can read. People with sight loss do not have a choice – they cannot read standard print so they should not be penalised by a higher rate of VAT on other formats.  
A book is a book, so the taxation system should ensure that it does not re-introduce discrimination where technology is finally beginning to offer accessible solutions for people who are print-disabled.
***

For further information or clarification on this paper, please contact Carine Marzin in the first instance. 
Email: carine.marzin@rnib.org.uk - Tel: +44 207 391 2087
Alternatively, please contact the EBU office:

EBU Office, 58 avenue Bosquet, 75007 Paris, France 

Tel : +33 1 47 05 38 20 - E-mail: ebu@euroblind.org
� http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/resources/documents/taxation/vat/key_documents/communications/com_2011_851_en.pdf
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