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The same VAT rate for print and e-publications
On 1 December 2016, the European Commission adopted a proposal on value added tax (VAT) on
books, newspapers and periodicals, which would amend the VAT Directive and broaden the
possibility to apply reduced rates to all publications, be they print or digital. For this consultation
procedure, the report is scheduled to be voted in plenary in May.

Background
Digitalisation has raised the question of the different treatment of printed and digital publications with regard
to the applicable VAT rate. It is one of the challenges resulting from technological developments, since digital
goods and services can be provided from any location, which blurs the concept of the place of supply used in
the EU VAT framework (the current VAT Directive from 2006 – 2006/112/EC). This framework is currently
under review as part of the Digital Single Market VAT package of 1 December 2016, with a first adaptation to
the specific situation relating to services provided electronically in the context of e-commerce.
The current VAT provisions do not include e-publications in the list of specified goods and services to which
Member States can apply a reduced rate, which is limited to those 'on all physical means of support'. The
principle of fiscal neutrality implies that comparable situations should not be treated differently. The
development of e-publications, for which a reduced VAT rate cannot be applied, has created a new situation
in which tax neutrality needs to be reassessed. This is the aim of the proposal to amend Directive 2006/112.

Remedying difference in VAT treatment of print and e-publications
The VAT rate structure predates the development of e-publications. In short, it consists of a standard VAT rate
of 15 % or more that applies to all goods and service (default rule) and the possibility for Member States to
apply one or two reduced rates, not lower than 5 %, expressly limited to supplies of goods or services in the
categories listed in Annex III to the directive.
As regards print and e-publications, calls for identical treatment have been formulated, in particular by the
European Parliament (EP) in its resolution of October 2011 on the future of VAT. Both the EP, in this resolution,
and the Council have called on the Commission to present a proposal amending Directive 2006/112, in order
to remedy the different rate treatment of print and e-publications.

Legislative proposal
The European Commission adopted its proposal on 1 December 2016, which would delete the reference to 'all
physical means of support' and specific formats for printed publications in Annex III of the directive. It would
introduce an exception, for digital publications, to the rule that electronically supplied services are to be taxed
at standard rates, thus allowing the application of a reduced rate, as well as introducing the possibility to apply
super-reduced rates (below the minimum of 5 %) to digital publications. The alignment of VAT rates for print
and e-publications has been welcomed, in particular by publishers and booksellers.
In the EP, which is only consulted, the report prepared by the Economic and Monetary Affairs Committee
(ECON) (rapporteur: Tom Vandenkendelaere, EPP, Belgium) is supportive of the Commission proposal in so far
as it corrects the unequal VAT treatment of printed and e-publications, while separating this correction from
the discussion of forthcoming general proposals on rates. Discussions in Council have also shown support for
the proposal to apply the reduced rate to both print and digital publications.

First-reading report: 2016/0374(CNS); Committee responsible:
ECON; Rapporteur: Tom Vandenkendelaere (EPP, Belgium). For
more information see EPRS's 'EU Legislation in progress' briefing.
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