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Reacting to quality problems in postal 
services in the early 1990s, the EU 
established a process of gradual reform of 
the postal market. The Postal Directive 
adopted in 1997 and its amendments in 
2002 and 2008 will achieve full market 
opening for postal services by 31 December 
2010 or, for eleven Member States (MS), by 
31 December 2012. 

Six MS have already fully liberalised their 
markets. Although not imposed by the 
Postal Directive, many MS also combined 
their national postal market liberalisation 
with the transformation of the state-owned 
post operator into independent, some-
times privatised, legal entities. 

Available data show that liberalisation and 
privatisation brought profitability to most 
national postal operators and increased 
quality of the services to customers, but 
also a reduction of postal employment and 
post offices, and higher prices. 

Most MS are at present in the process of 
transposition of the 2008 amendment of 
the Postal Directive into national law. 

 

In this briefing: 

 Issue definition 

 The EU postal service market 

 EU postal legislation 

 The process of liberalisation and its 
results 

 Transposition of the Directives by MS 

 Main references 

 

Issue definition 

Postal services are part of the so-called 
network industries (energy, transport and 
telecommunications). These sectors were 
opened to competition in the 1990s in 
accordance with Treaty provisions for the 
free movement of goods and services. 

The EU Postal Reform has set the stage for 
substantial improvements in market 
performance with respect to service quality, 
and the efficiency of postal operations. 
Against these achievements, employment 
and the number of post offices were 
reduced, while prices for private customers 
increased. 
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The development of competition is still 
uneven across MS, and slow compared to 
expectations. Traditional national postal 
operators retain their dominant market 
position. 
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The EU postal service market 

The postal service market consists of  

 the letter post services market, i.e. 
collection and delivery of private and 
business mail, transactional mail (bank 
statements, invoices, etc.)1, direct mail 
(addressed advertising) and publications 
(newspapers, magazines); 

 the express and parcel services market, 
i.e. the transport of packages, with or 
without a guaranteed delivery time. 
Express service can include 
correspondence. 

The EU postal sector was estimated to be 
worth about € 94 billion in 2007; approxi-
mately 0.7 percent of EU GDP. The letter 
post market is its largest segment in terms 
of volume and revenues (€ 51.6 billion). 

The sector's operators directly employed 
around 1.4 million people in 2006. 

Postal services also provide social benefits 
which cannot easily be quantified in 
economic terms, as they are an important 
means by which individuals can 
communicate with each other. 

EU postal legislation 

In the early 1990s, postal services in EU 
Member States (MS) were often supplied by 
largely inefficient, loss-making State 
monopolies. 

Efforts towards reforming the postal market 
began in 1992, when the European 
Commission (EC) published the “Postal 
Green Paper”. 

The ensuing debate led to the definition of 
the objectives of the Community policy in 
the postal sector:  

 creating an internal market for postal 
services, and 

 ensuring that efficient, reliable and good-
quality postal services are available at 
affordable prices throughout the 
European Union to all its citizens and 
businesses. 

The three Directives 
The first result was the enactment in 1997 of 
the Postal Directive (97/67/EC) that, 
together with its two amendments in 2002 
(Directive 2002/39/EC) and 2008 (Directive 
2008/6/EC), established a common policy 
framework for the postal market based on a 
process of gradual reform. 

Directive 97/67/EC set quality of service 
standards, imposed the creation of inde-
pendent national regulatory authorities, and 
fixed minimum criteria for universal postal 
service requirements. Most important, it de-
fined maximum weight and price thresholds 
for letters services. MS can reserve these 
services to the extent necessary to safe-
guard the universal postal service provider. 

THE UNIVERSAL POSTAL SERVICE 

MS must ensure that citizens enjoy a 
"universal service" involving the permanent 
provision of a postal service of specified 
quality at all points in their territory at 
affordable prices for all users. Delivery 
must be made at least five days per week to 
every home or business address. Quality of 
service standards must be adopted and 
monitored by the government.  

Express services and services for heavy 
weight parcels (up to 10 kilograms, although 
MS may increase this limit up to 20 
kilograms) are not universal services. 

The universal service obligation safeguards 
the needs of those customers whose 
business is not sufficiently attractive to 
postal operators. 

http://aei.pitt.edu/1173/01/postal_gp_COM_91_476.pdf
http://aei.pitt.edu/1173/01/postal_gp_COM_91_476.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:1998:015:0014:0025:EN:PDF
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Providing universal service to all citizens is 
expensive, and at present the "reserved 
area" is the main mechanism that allows 
incumbent operators to finance the cost. 

THE RESERVED AREA  
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"Reserved area" (RA) refers to the letter post 
service area where the Universal Service 
Provider (USP)2 enjoys exclusive rights to 
provide services. 

At present the RA can concern only items of 
domestic correspondence weighting no 
more than 50 grams and with a price less 
than two and a half times the basic tariff of 
an item of correspondence. 

All mail that falls outside the area reserved 
to the USP may be handled by any other 
postal business operating in the market. 

Reserved area as % of the total letter- 
post services in 2007. 

 
Data source: Eurostat 

Directive 2002/39/EC, the first amendment 
of the Postal Directive, strengthened the 
role of competition by reducing the price 
and weight thresholds of letters that can be 
reserved within the RA. 

The process of EU Postal Reform culminated 
in 2008 when, after more than one year of 
discussion, the Council and the European 
Parliament adopted the so-called Third 
Postal Directive (Directive 2008/6/EC, which 

in fact is an amendment of the initial Postal 
Directive 97/67/EC)3. 

This Directive sets a deadline for the 
abolition of any remaining RA, thus 
achieving full market opening by 31st 
December 2010 for sixteen MS (representing 
95% of the EU postal markets in terms of 
volumes) and by 31st December 2012 for 
the remaining eleven MS4. 

It also adds common rules concerning the 
financing of universal services, to guarantee 
their permanent provision. Financing 
measures may include direct public 
subsidies, cross-subsidisation from profit-
making to loss-making activities, or 
compensation funds5. 

The EP had an important role in the 
adoption of the Third Postal Directive. The 
Council approved practically all of the MEPs' 
first-reading amendments. 

The EP obtained the incorporation of provi-
sions aimed at ensuring that increased 
competition does not generate social dump-
ing and degradation of working conditions. 

It also obtained the inclusion of a provision 
requiring the EC to issue detailed guidance 
on how to calculate the net cost of the 
universal service, in order to ensure a level 
playing field among operators. 

The process of liberalisation and its 
results 

Parcel and express markets 
Liberalisation of the parcel and express 
delivery services was completed in virtually 
all MS by the late 1990s, with only minor 
exceptions. Although legal barriers may 
remain in some market segments or in some 
countries, an EU-27 internal market for 
parcels and express was achieved some time 
ago. It is now functioning on a normal 
competitive basis. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:176:0021:0025:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/legislation/2008-06_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/file.jsp?id=5401032
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Development of competition in the letter 
post market 
As of 31/12/2009, twelve MS had moved 
ahead of the Postal Directive requirements 
by liberalising their markets more quickly: 

 Six Member States fully abolished the RA: 
Finland (1991), Sweden (1992), the United 
Kingdom (2006), Germany (2008), the 
Netherlands and Estonia (2009). 

 Another six Member States opened some 
important segments of their domestic 
postal markets: Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 
Italy, Romania, Slovenia, and Spain. 

In its last report on the application of the 
Postal Directive, the EC notes that the 
development of competition is still slow and 
uneven across MS. Traditional national 
postal operators retained their dominant 
positions even in open markets. The EC 
attributes this slowness to the persistence of 
various barriers (e.g. VAT regimes) or to the 
appearance of new ones. For example, 
conditions for granting licences may be 
overly strict, or competitors may be unable 
to access essential elements of the postal 
infrastructure. 

Public postal operators' reorganisation 
and privatisation 
Although not imposed by the Postal 
Directive, all but one MS6 combined their 
postal market liberalisation with the 
reorganisation of the state-owned post 
operator. Traditional postal administrations 
have been transformed into independent 
legal entities or have even been privatised. 

Only five national postal operators, 
however, are fully or partly privatised: 
Austrian Post, De Post/La Poste (Belgium), 
Deutsche Post (Germany), Maltapost, and 
TNT (the Netherlands). 

Consolidation processes are also underway 
(for example, the merger between the 

Danish and Swedish postal operators Post 
Danmark and Posten). 

The majority of the USPs remain State-
owned, and some MS do not intend to 
privatise them7. 

Results of liberalisation  
Postal services are evolving. The growing 
use of e-mail led to a decline of letter mail in 
terms of overall message volumes. Today 
the bulk of mail deliveries (85%) are no 
longer dominated by personal correspon-
dence but by business to business and 
business to customer communications. 

But many other key sectors, such as mail 
order, e-commerce, publishing, insurance, 
banking and advertising, still depend on the 
postal infrastructure. 

National postal operators have undertaken 
major restructuring efforts moving towards 
more market-driven provision of services.  

The pace and timing of restructuring varies 
across MS. This makes it difficult to identify 
common patterns for the results of the new 
postal policy. However, some general trends 
can be seen: 

Profitability: Many national postal operators 
have substantially improved their 
operational efficiency and profitability. In 
2007 most of them were profitable, a major 
improvement compared to 2002 when ten 
national postal operators had very low 
profitability or were loss-making. The 
average productivity in terms of turnover 
per person employed in 2007 was, in the EU-
27, almost 12% higher than in 2004. 

Quality of service: In most MS, postal 
customers have benefited from substantial 
improvements in the speed (transit time 
performance, in particular), choice and 
reliability of services during the last decade. 

http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/reports/report_en.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/09/612
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Accessibility: the total number of postal 
outlets managed by national postal 
operators declined in the EU from more than 
106,000 in 1998 (EU-25) to 96,000 in 2007. 
National postal operators increasingly use 
franchised postal outlets (usually retail 
shops) instead of post offices. The closure of 
traditional post offices remains a 
controversial social issue in many countries. 
Public opinion tends to oppose any 
downscaling of the network. 

Employment: Analyses are available only for 
a few MS. They show a reduction of 
employment in the USPs: 

 ECORYS estimated that employment in 
USPs in EU27 decreased by 7.7% between 
1997 and 2006. 

 According to Eurostat, the number of 
persons employed in 2007 dropped by 
6.5% in the EU-27 compared to 2004. 

 According to national labour force 
surveys, between 1995 and 2005 the 
number of employees in Austria and 
Sweden decreased by 25% and in 
Germany by 15%. 

 Between 1993 and 2005, Sweden Post 
eliminated more than 16,000 jobs while 
the competition created only 2000 jobs. 

Prices: Prices for private correspondence 
have generally increased in recent years, but 
basic rates for domestic letter services are 
still affordable8. Large business customers, 
on the other hand, have benefited from 
price discounts and the extension of service 
offerings. 

Transposition of the Directives by MS 

All MS have transposed and implemented 
Directives 97/67/EC and 2002/39/EC. 

In order to continue to reserve services to 
USPs, all the eleven MS entitled to do so 
have notified the Commission their 
intention to postpone the implementation 
of Directive 2008/6/EC until 31 December 
2012. Of these MS, so far only Latvia has 
transposed 2008/6/EC into national law.  

Concerning the other sixteen MS which now 
have until 31 December 2010 to complete 
the transposition process of Directive 
2008/6/EC, the situation is summarized in 
the table in Annex. 

Main references 

Report from EC to the Council and the EP on the 
application of the Postal Directive, COM(2008) 884 
final, and Annex, SEC (2008) 3076, 22 December 2008 

The Evolution of the European Postal Market since 
1997: Final Report and Annex: Country Fiches / ITA 
Consulting, WIK Consult,  August 2009, 

Main developments in the postal sector (2006-2008): 
Final Report  /  ECORYS,  11 September 2008  

Postal statistics /  Eurostat, November 2009.  

Maximizing the Gains from Postal Service Market 
Liberalization / Heitzler, Sven. In: Weekly Report  / 
DIW Berlin, Vol. 5, No. 26/2009, 25 September 2009 

Liberalisation and privatisation of public services and 
strategic options for European trade unions / 
Schulten, T., et al. In: Transfer: European Review of 
Labour and Research, Vol. 14, no 2, Summer 2008 
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http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/reports/report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/reports/annex_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/2009-wik-evolution_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/2009-wik-evolution-country-annex_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/2008-ecorys-final_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/2008-ecorys-final_en.pdf
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Postal_statistics
http://www.diw.de/sixcms/media.php/73/diw_wr_2009-26.pdf
http://www.diw.de/sixcms/media.php/73/diw_wr_2009-26.pdf
http://www.pique.at/reports/files/SchultenBrandtandHermann.pdf
http://www.pique.at/reports/files/SchultenBrandtandHermann.pdf
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Annex: Status of transposition of Directive 2008/6/EC (as of 15/1/2010) 

In the sixteen MS which have until 31 December 2010 to complete it 

MS Status of transposition of Directive 2008/6/EC Legislative acts 

Austria July 2009, government agreement on a new 
law. Market opening foreseen on 1/1/2011. 

Not yet adopted by the Parliament. 
Web page of the Ministry (in German) 

Belgium Not transposed Web page Belgian Institute for Postal Services and 
Telecommunications 

Bulgaria Transposed. The market will be fully 
liberalised on 1/1/2011. 

Закон за пощенските услуги ДВ, бр. 87 от 2009 г., в 
сила от 3.11.2009 г. 

Denmark Not transposed Web page of the Ministry 
Estonia Transposed. Estonia's postal market fully 

open to competition as of 1/4/2009.  
Postiseaduse muutmise seadus , RTI, 16.12.2008, 53, 
297. 

Finland Not transposed. Finland has already 
liberalised the postal services 

Postal Services Act (313/2001, amendments up to 
1365/2006 included). 

France A draft law has been voted by the National 
Assembly on 12/1/2010. Full market opening 
envisaged on 1/1/2011 

Draft law: TA n° 392 Other information Fonction 
publique : La Poste et les activités postales (in French) 

Germany Postal market fully open as of 1/1/2008 Web page of the Ministry (in German) 
Ireland A new Postal Services Bill is under discussion. Public consultation links  
Italy Not transposed Web page of the Ministry (in Italian)  
Netherlands Transposed, the marked was fully opened 

from 1/4/2009. 
Wet van 25 maart 2009 ("Postwet 2009") 
Besluit van 25 maart 2009, houdende regels 
("Postbesluit 2009") 

Portugal Not transposed Web page of the regulatory authority 
Slovenia Transposed through the POSTAL SERVICES 

ACT (ZPSto-2) The market will be fully 
liberalised on 1/1/2011. 

Zakon o poštnih storitvah (ZPSto-2). Official Journal: 
Uradni list RS, number: 51/2009, of 03/07/2009 entered 
into force on 02.08.2009. 

Spain Not transposed Web page of the Ministry (in Spanish) 
Sweden There will be a government legislative 

proposal by end of March 2010, expected to 
come into force on 1/7/2010. 

The government committee proposal SOU 2009:82  
En ny postlag, delbetänkande av 2008 års 
postlagsutredning (EN summary in p. 18-26).  

United 
Kingdom 

Postal Services Bill introduced on 21/5/09 
Still under examination by Parliament. 

Department for Business Innovation and Skills' 
webpage Postal Services key documents 

 

Endnotes 

                                                           
1 Private, business and transactional mail are collectively indicated by the term "correspondence". 

2 A Universal Service Provider is a public or private postal service provider providing a universal postal service within a MS. 

3 The term "the Postal Directive" is often used to intend Directive 97/67/EC as amended by Directives 2002/39/EC and 2008/6/EC. 

4 They are: Cyprus, Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland, Romania, Slovakia. 

5 Compensation funds are created via the introduction of fees on new market entrants and/or users. 

6 Cyprus, where the public postal operator is still a government department. 

7 For instance in France, during the debate on the new postal law (still to be adopted) the government announced that the 
incumbent will not be privatised. 

8 According to the EC, higher than average stamp prices do not deter customers from using postal services, and their average 
annual postage bill (in the 6 most expensive MS) would come to only about € 47 per capita i.e. about 0.1% of annual income. 

http://www.bmvit.gv.at/telekommunikation/post/recht/index.html
http://www.ibpt.be/en/1/Home/Home/Home.aspx
http://www.mtitc.government.bg/page.php?category=499&id=3659
http://www.trm.dk/sw521.asp
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/ert/act.jsp?id=13091513
http://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/kaannokset/2001/en20010313.pdf
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/13/ta/ta0392.asp
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/13/dossiers/activites_postales.asp
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/13/dossiers/activites_postales.asp
http://www.bundesnetzagentur.de/enid/Post/Regulierung_Postmarkt_ar.html
http://www.comreg.ie/_fileupload/publications/ComReg0831.pdf
http://www.comunicazioni.it/aree_interesse/postale/
http://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0025572/geldigheidsdatum_20-01-2010
http://www.st-ab.nl/wettennr03/1113-001_Postbesluit_2009.htm
http://www.anacom.pt/render.jsp?categoryId=1655&themeMenu=1&languageId=1
http://www.mvzt.gov.si/fileadmin/mvzt.gov.si/pageuploads/DEK/Elektronske_komunikacije/Zakoni/ZakPost_2009-Ur.l._51-EN.pdf
http://www.mvzt.gov.si/fileadmin/mvzt.gov.si/pageuploads/DEK/Elektronske_komunikacije/Zakoni/ZakPost_2009-Ur.l._51-EN.pdf
http://www.fomento.es/MFOM/LANG_CASTELLANO/DIRECCIONES_GENERALES/SERVICIOS_POSTALES/
http://www.sweden.gov.se/content/1/c6/13/24/97/4b549c52.pdf
http://www.sweden.gov.se/content/1/c6/13/24/97/4b549c52.pdf
http://www.sweden.gov.se/content/1/c6/13/24/97/4b549c52.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/cmbills/100/09100.i-iv.html
http://www.berr.gov.uk/whatwedo/sectors/postalservices/postalservicesbill/keydocuments/page28784.html
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