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Application of the Postal Services Directive
A traditional sector, postal services continue to play a vital role in contributing to EU territorial, social
and economic cohesion. Since the EU introduced full market opening of postal services in 2008, the
sector has experienced far-reaching changes such as a decline in letters sent, rapid development of
e-communication and e-commerce and the emergence of new customer needs. A European
Parliament own-initiative report scheduled for debate in September’s plenary session, assesses these
developments against the backdrop of the EU’s regulatory framework for postal services.

Context
Starting in the early 1990s, EU postal policy sought to establish a single market for postal services and to open
it progressively to competition. A 1997 reference directive, subsequently amended, forms the backbone of
this policy. The first objectives set in 1997 were to create independent national regulatory authorities (NRAs)
and to establish quality standards and pricing criteria for the provision of uniform postal services across the
EU, under the Universal Service Obligation (USO). In 2002, the EU limited the scope of the national postal
operators’ monopolies and liberalised out-going cross-border mail. A 2008 directive provided for the full
opening of the postal services market, which was completed in all Member States by 31 December 2012. The
EU also specified the rules for financing the USO, which is costly to provide. In 2010, the European Commission
set up a European Regulators Group for Postal Services (ERGP), tasked with consulting NRAs and stakeholders
and advising the Commission on postal services. Member States introduced authorisation regimes according
to the EU legal framework as well as procedures to deal with users’ complaints. Finally, the VAT Directive
exempted the supply of public postal services from VAT.
In the parcel market, the EU strived to improve delivery services and offer better prices to consumers and
e-retailers. In a 2016 legislative proposal, currently being examined by the European Parliament, the
Commission advocates efforts to enhance the quality of cross-border parcel delivery, price transparency for
customers and regulatory oversight.

Own-initiative report
In its report on the application of the Postal Services Directive, adopted on 12 July 2016 and scheduled for
plenary debate in September (rapporteur: Markus Ferber, EPP, Germany), the Committee on Transport and
Tourism acknowledges the developments in postal services such as the persistent decline in letters and the
slow emergence of competition in this market, as well as the fast growth in parcel delivery, driven by
e-commerce. It assesses postal services, focusing mainly on USO and cross-border parcel delivery.
To provide a sustainable universal service, it calls on Member States to support the role and independence of
NRAs, as well as cooperation between them. It emphasises the importance of a high-quality universal service
and its minimum of five collection and delivery days per week. It calls on the Commission to improve the USO
definition, to make it fit for evolving markets and needs. It advocates a level playing field for postal operators:
harmonising licensing procedures, using state aid without discrimination and VAT exemption with the
minimum distortion of competition. On the cross-border dimension and e-commerce, the report recommends
proportionate regulation, supported by economic evidence. It insists on market oversight to identify anti-
competitive practices and on price transparency for retail users and enterprises. It also insists on improving
service quality to increase consumers’ confidence. It asks the Commission to promote added-value services,
such as track-and-trace and flexible delivery. The report advocates reducing the price gap between domestic
and cross-border delivery, effective dispute settlement arrangements and the creation of information-
exchange platforms to develop choice in delivery and return options. Finally, it takes a stance against possible
degradation of working conditions, which could result from increased competition in postal services.
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