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Postal services in the EU 
A fast-changing reality 

SUMMARY 

Although postal services are a traditional sector of the economy, they continue to play 
an important role in the activities of EU citizens and businesses. Their contribution is 
significant not only because they ensure the delivery of letters and parcels, but also 
because they are a source of social well-being, cohesion and employment. In the early 
1990s, in a bid to modernise postal services, the EU embarked on reforming their 
mission and framework. A first reference directive was adopted in 1997 and 
subsequently amended in 2002 and 2008. It set the goal of establishing a single market 
for postal services, then gradually liberalising it and ultimately setting up a universal 
postal service for the entire EU based on uniform standards of quality, pricing and 
financing. Since January 2013, the postal market has been fully liberalised, and 
initiatives have been launched to integrate the parcel delivery market, which has been 
growing fast as a result of the rise in online purchases. In 2013, the European 
Commission prepared a roadmap for improving cross-border parcel delivery, and in 
May 2016 it tabled a proposal for a regulation on this subject. A legal framework spelling 
out the rules for independent regulatory oversight, authorisation regimes and 
compliance with quality standards has progressively been put in place. 

While the universal postal service has been established successfully, competition has 
developed at a less satisfactory pace, in particular in the letters market. This is mainly 
due to the decline in the sector's attractiveness, driven by falling letter volumes in a 
period of burgeoning electronic communication and commerce. The patterns and 
perception of postal services are shifting, raising ever more urgently the question of 
their adaptation to the new realities, technologies and customer needs. The changes 
this would bring could have an impact on the universal postal service as well. 
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Background 
Postal services comprise the clearance, sorting, transport and delivery of postal items, 
the latter including items not suitable for posting like unaddressed mail, early distribution 
of newspapers and courier services. Postal services are part of the so-called 'network 
industries' which cover energy, telecommunication and transport and are of vital 
importance to EU citizens and businesses. 

The postal sector contributes significantly to the 
economy: in 2011, its worth totalled €91 billion, 
accounting for 0.72% of EU GDP. The letter post 
market is traditionally the most important segment by 
volume and revenues. According to Universal Postal 
Union1 estimates, in 2013 universal service providers 
(USPs) distributed 85 billion letter post items and 
almost 2 billion parcels across EU territory, respecting 
the quality and price criteria as specified in the EU 
legislation, irrespective of the location. The sector 
plays an increasing role in the development of e-
commerce and is also an important source of 
employment. According to European Commission 
estimates, in 2013 USPs provided employment to 
around 1.2 million persons across the EU. In some 
Member States, the postal sector contributes 
significantly to domestic employment. In 2010, 
express services were estimated to employ slightly 
more than 270 000 persons in the EU. 

The EU policy framework 
The first steps 
Postal services were not mentioned in the Treaty of Rome. During the 1980s, new postal 
operators like the then US-owned DHL started providing fast delivery services for letters 
and small packages on the European market. As more and more operators emerged on 
the market, concerns arose about their compliance with the European Community 
competition rules and about how new information technologies were reshaping the 
provision of postal services. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, EU Member States engaged 
in redefining the mission of postal services operators. 

In 1992, the Commission finalised its Green Paper on the development of the single 
market for postal services, in which it argued that the fundamental policy was 'to ensure 
the continuation of the universal (postal) service, and thus ... that (this) public service 
mission is carried out in good economic and financial conditions'. The universal postal 
service, thereinafter referred to as universal service obligation (USO), was defined as the 
provision of postal services throughout the Community, 'at an affordable price, (with) a 
good quality ... and ... accessible to everyone'. In its Green Paper, the Commission 
proposed to: 

• find a balance between a gradual opening of the market and the provision of a 
universal service, justifying the establishment of 'reserved services' conferring 
some exclusive rights; 

• set common obligations for USPs especially in relation to service quality; 

The postal market 
The postal market consists of: 
• the letter post market: all private and 

business correspondence with an 
addressee; transactional mail (invoices 
or bank statements); direct mail 
(addressed advertising); as well as 
books and publications (newspapers, 
magazines and catalogues); 

• the courier, express and parcel 
markets: in courier services, postal 
items are always handled by the same 
provider; express services offer 
speedier delivery. Parcels and packages 
containing merchandise with or 
without commercial value and delivery 
time are part of the parcel market. This 
market can also include 
correspondence. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52015DC0568
http://aei.pitt.edu/1173/1/postal_gp_COM_91_476.pdf
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• strengthen Community cohesion through harmonisation measures like access 
conditions or performance monitoring. 

The three postal directives 
The EU postal policy aimed primarily to establish a single market for postal services, 
gradually opening the sector to competition and reform. This policy translated into EU 
law through a first framework Postal Services Directive, adopted in 1997 and amended in 
2002 and 2008. 

The objective of the 1997 Postal Directive was to improve the efficiency of domestic and 
cross-border postal services by strengthening the cooperation between operators, 
diversifying choice and boosting innovation. The directive introduced provisions requiring 
the creation of independent national regulatory authorities (NRAs), set quality service 
standards as well as minimum criteria and pricing principles for the USO. It furthermore 
defined the criteria for postal services constituting the 'reserved area' of USPs (services 
over which they enjoyed exclusive rights) and the criteria governing the provision of non-
reserved services. It allowed incumbent operators to finance the significant costs 
associated with the USO. Finally, in accordance with the subsidiarity principle, the 
directive gave considerable freedom to Member States to adapt elements of their postal 
policy to their specific needs. 

Competition was enhanced further through the 2002 second Postal Services Directive, 
which limited the monopoly of national postal operators by reducing the weight 
(100 grams by 2003 and 50 grams by 2006) and price limit of postal items within the 
reserved area. Moreover, it opened all out-going cross-border mail to competition as of 
January 2003. 

The single market for postal services was completed with the adoption of the 2008 third 
Postal Services Directive. It set a timetable for achieving full market opening by 31 
December 2010 for 16 Member States, and by 31 December 2012 for the remaining 11 
Member States.2 Additionally, it strengthened the competences of NRAs and provided 
for the accessibility of postal infrastructure (such as address databases and letter boxes) 
to many operators. The directive set common rules for financing the USO in accordance 
with the applicable public procurement rules. Finally, the directive placed on the 
Commission the requirement to assist Member States in implementing the USO, in 
particular in calculating its net cost (defined as any cost related to and necessary for 
fulfilling the USO). 

E-commerce and parcel delivery 
The internal market framework for e-commerce was set up in 2000 by the Directive on 
electronic commerce, which regulated crucial aspects such as commercial 
communication, electronic contracts and liability of intermediaries. In 2012, the 
Commission published a Communication on e-commerce and online services, 
which identified payment and delivery systems as being among the main obstacles to the 
Digital Single Market. In the same year, it published a Green Paper establishing an 
integrated parcel delivery market within the EU and seeking to improve delivery services, 
while offering consumers and e-retailers better prices. In 2013, the Commission 
published a roadmap, advocating actions to enhance the availability, quality and 
affordability of cross-border parcel delivery. Its three main objectives were: improved 
transparency and information for customers and e-retailers; better delivery solutions and 
enhanced complaint-handling; and redress mechanisms for consumers. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX:31997L0067
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX:31997L0067
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32002L0039
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32008L0006
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32008L0006
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32000L0031
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2011:0942:FIN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2012:0698:FIN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2013:0886:FIN
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The universal service obligation 
To provide basic postal services of a specified quality to all users across the EU, Member 
States must ensure a universal service. This includes the collection, sorting, 
transportation and distribution at a minimum frequency of five working days per week of 
postal items up to 2 kg and of postal parcels up to 10 kg (20 kg on the NRA's decision), as 
well as services for registered and insured items. The USO covers both national and cross-
border markets. Member States enjoy a 
certain flexibility in how they implement the 
USO: some limit its scope to single-piece 
letters and parcels,3 while others add bulk 
letters, direct mail or bulk parcels. 

To ensure the provision of the universal 
service, Member States can use three 
options, alone or in combination: reliance on 
market forces, designation of one or more 
companies to provide different elements of 
the USO, or public procurement. According 
to the Commission's 2015 staff working 
document (SWD) accompanying the report 
on the application of the Postal Services 
Directive, all Member States designated the 
historical public operator or its corporate successor as their single USP. An exception to 
this rule was Germany, which chose to rely on market forces. The majority of USPs are 
publicly owned, at least partially. At the end of 2015, the Commission observed that 
Dutch Post NL, Malta Post and Portuguese CTT Correios were the only wholly privately 
owned operators. That said, a trend has emerged since 2008, with a number of national 
governments selling one or more stakes in their national operators, as was the case with 
British Royal Mail, whose privatisation process began in 2013 and is now complete. In 
2015, the Italian Government launched the privatisation of Poste Italiane. 

Financial aspects of the USO 
According to the Postal Services Directive, USO tariffs must be affordable for all users, 
but also cost-oriented, transparent and non-discriminatory both for domestic and cross-
border markets. A 2014 report 
comparing the affordability of the 
USO across Member States showed 
that out of 26 Member States, Malta 
was the cheapest and Latvia the 
most expensive market for a single-
piece 20-gram domestic priority 
letter. According to 
Commission calculations from 2013, 
purchasing power parity prices4 
applied to the USO tend to be higher 
in the eastern EU Member States, 
followed by the southern and 
western ones; the opposite is 
observed when comparing nominal 
prices. To compensate declining 

Figure 1 - Variation in service scope under the USO in 
2013, by EU Member State 

Data source: WIK Consult Report 'Main Developments in the Postal 
Sector (2010–2013)', reviewed by the ERGP Working Group. 

Single piece
33%

Single piece and 
bulk 26%

Any postal item
41%

Figure 2 – 2014 price of a standard letter (1st class) < 20 g, 
domestic service by USP, in euros 

 
Data source: Eurostat, DG Growth. 
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http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52015SC0207
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52015SC0207
http://www.bbc.com/news/business-34514024
http://www.mef.gov.it/focus/article_0015.html
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/ergp/docs/documentation/2014/ergp-14-23-report-on-benchmarking-the-universal-service-tariffs-fin_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52015SC0207
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm_grow/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=post_pri_1&plugin=1
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letter post volumes, some USPs such as those in Denmark, Estonia, Luxembourg, Hungary 
and the UK have recently increased their USO tariffs. All Member States carry out some 
form of price control and regulation. In its 2015 SWD, the Commission reported that NRAs 
seem to monitor USPs' pricing less closely for cross-border services than for domestic 
ones. USPs are required to keep separate accounts for universal and non-universal 
services. This requirement allows to determine the net cost of the USO and any possible 
competitive disadvantage deriving from it. In that case, USPs can ask for reimbursement 
either through public funds or a compensation fund financed by service providers and/or 
user fees. Besides this scheme, the 2012 framework for services of general economic 
interest allows Member States to grant financial aid to USPs, in order to compensate 
them for 'legacy costs', such as the need to pay higher pensions to civil servants, which 
new competitors are not confronted with. 

The European Parliament 

A European Parliament resolution, passed with a large majority in 2008, played a significant role 
in the adoption of the third Postal Services Directive. To give Member States more time to adapt 
to the liberalisation process, it proposed putting off the deadline for opening the postal market 
by a year (end 2010). To take account of customers' needs, it underlined the need to ensure that 
postal services were accessible and affordable, that prices were being monitored by the national 
authorities, and that postal services were free for the blind and the partially sighted. To avoid 
degradation of working conditions and social security schemes as a result of the opening up of 
the market, Parliament recommended building social provisions into the directive. The resolution 
also highlighted the need for proper accounting and calculation of the net cost of the USO to 
ensure a level playing field. Finally, the Parliament asked the Commission to submit a report every 
four years about the developments in the sector and in particular on economic, employment and 
technological issues.  

The Parliament recently launched an own-initiative report on the application of the Postal 
Services Directive (rapporteur: Markus Ferber, EPP, DE). The report calls for a reinforced role of 
the NRAs and insists on maintaining a high-quality USO with a common playing field among 
providers. It also encourages the Commission to strengthen market oversight of parcel delivery 
and to improve consumer confidence. Finally, it warns against the deterioration of working 
conditions. On 12 July 2016, the report was adopted by Parliament's Committee on Transport and 
Tourism (TRAN) and is scheduled for plenary debate in September. 

Implementation of the legal framework 
Regulating the postal market 
To monitor the full market opening of postal services and the provision of the USO, the 
EU legal framework requires that Member States designate one or several NRAs and 
inform the Commission about their decision. Most importantly, NRAs must be both 
operationally and legally independent from postal operators. Furthermore, Member 
States must ensure that NRAs and the national bodies entrusted with enforcing 
competition and consumer protection law on common matters work in coordination. 
According to the 2015 Commission SWD, all Member States have independent NRAs by 
now. With rare exceptions, these bodies regulate across multiple sectors: postal services, 
but also electronic communication and other network industries such as energy or rail 
transport. According to the Commission, the vast majority of NRAs have achieved 
satisfactory results in terms of transparency, fairness and clarity. 

To make it easier for NRAs to consult and communicate with each other and with the 
Commission on the implementation of the postal framework, in 2010 the 
latter established the European Regulators Group for Postal Services (ERGP). Composed 

http://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/legislation/sgei.html
http://ec.europa.eu/competition/publications/cpb/2014/006_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/summary.do?id=1023349&t=e&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2016/2010(INI)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2016)586649
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32010D0811(01)
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/postal-services/ergp/index_en.htm
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mainly of the 28 NRA representatives, it is tasked with advising the Commission on the 
postal services internal market and the developments within it, with a view to 
consolidating it. The ERGP also provides consulting services to the stakeholders. 

Authorisation regimes 
Two types of authorisation regimes exist. For postal services falling within the scope of 
the USO, Member States have the possibility to introduce authorisation procedures, 
including individual licences, to ensure the provision of the service and compliance with 
its essential requirements.5 The licence may provide for specific rights and obligations, 
such as imposing requirements for the quality, availability and performance of the 
service. For services outside the scope of the USO, Member States may introduce general 
authorisations that are less stringent than licences. Also, unlike licences, authorisations 
do not require that before they begin offering services, operators obtain a permission 
from the NRA. To avoid that the requirements linked to authorisation procedures 
discourage or prevent new operators from entering the postal market, the Postal Services 
Directive specifies that all their procedures and obligations must be 'transparent, 
accessible, non-discriminatory, proportionate, precise ... and based on objective criteria.' 

According to the Commission's above-mentioned 2013 study, the majority of Member 
States use licensing regimes; nine Member States apply general authorisations; and the 
Czech Republic and the Netherlands do not require any authorisation at all. Belgium uses 
licences and has laid down requirements on the quality, availability and performance of 
services. In 2014, the Commission launched an infringement procedure against Belgium, 
arguing that the strict licence requirements imposed, for instance, with regard to the 
frequency, geographical coverage and uniformity of rates were intended to protect the 
USP from competition. A 2015 study commissioned by the Belgian Institute for Postal 
Services and Telecommunications (BIPT) also concluded that these requirements could 
be an obstacle to market access, recommending the abolition of the licensing regime and 
the introduction of general authorisations. 

Other aspects 
Access to postal services, networks and infrastructure  
In the framework of the USO, the Postal Services Directive requires that Member States 
ensure an appropriate density of access points (physical facilities like post offices or letter 
boxes), especially in rural and remote regions. In 2013, there were about 145 000 post 
offices in the EU; the Commission says that there has been a slight yet regular decline in 
their number since the late 1990s. In countries like Estonia, Portugal and the UK, this 
trend has been more pronounced; the decline in letter volumes and the increase in online 
transactions are among the major factors contributing to this phenomenon. Furthermore, 
Member States must ensure transparent access to certain elements of the postal 
infrastructure within the USO, such as address databases, post office boxes and delivery 
boxes. Finally, USPs have the possibility to offer their services to bulkmailers, 
consolidators6 and businesses, and to negotiate with them special tariffs, provided their 
offered conditions are transparent and non-discriminatory. Access to the USP network is 
then possible at the customer's location, at special bulk mail access points, or sometimes 
directly via the USP's local delivery network, depending on the USP and on the market 
concerned. 

Value added tax (VAT) 
The VAT Directive exempts the supply of public postal services from VAT: in line with the 
2009 interpretation of the Court of Justice of the EU, this exemption generally covers 

http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://www.bipt.be/public/files/fr/21568/Avis_reforme_reglementation_postale.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=celex%3A32006L0112
http://curia.europa.eu/en/actu/communiques/cp09/aff/cp090003en.pdf
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postal services supplied by USPs. The Commission regards this provision as creating a 
distortion, since as of the full opening of the market, non-USPs have had to levy VAT on 
their customers, which has reduced their competitiveness. Furthermore, the Commission 
thinks that VAT exemptions are unequally implemented by Member States, creating an 
obstacle to the single market for postal services. 

Quality of services 
The USO must comply with certain quality standards, which focus mainly on routing 
times, regularity and reliability. Member States have some freedom in setting these 
standards for domestic postal services, provided that they are compatible with those set 
by the Postal Services Directive for intra-community letter cross-border services: 85% of 
mail delivered within three working days after the date of deposit and 97% within five 
working days after the date of deposit. All USPs measure their end-to-end transit time for 
single-piece priority letters according to the EN 13850 standard, defined by the European 
Committee for Standardisation (CEN). In 2014, the average time for intra-EU cross-border 
delivery was 2.4 days; for the 17th year in a row, the routing time targets set by the Postal 
Services Directive were met and even exceeded. 

Protection of users 
All Member States have implemented the EU legislation requiring the presence of a 
transparent, simple and inexpensive procedure to deal with complaints, available for all 
postal operators and not only for USPs. All Member States have appointed a competent 
national authority, generally the NRA or an ombudsman, to review customer complaints 
that have not been resolved satisfactorily by the USP. Most USPs have a system of 
reimbursement or compensation for cases involving loss, damage or theft of postal items. 

Data collection 
In line with the Postal Services Directive, all postal operators must provide reliable and 
up-to-date information, in particular to the NRA, including on the provision of the USO 
and on financial data. This information is increasingly important to understand the 
evolution of the postal market, in particular for monitoring the development of the e-
commerce-related parcel market. The Commission argues that more comprehensive and 
harmonised data collection is necessary to help ensure effective competition. 

Assessment of the postal sector 
The letter post market 
Since 2008, the letter post market has witnessed a significant decrease in volume and 
revenue. According to Universal Postal Union estimates, from 2008 to 2013, letter post 
items distributed by USPs fell from 107.6 to 85.5 billion. The main reason behind this 
trend is the phenomenon of e-substitution, whereby companies, institutions and citizens 
across the EU have been abandoning the traditional correspondence by letters in favour 
of digitally enabled means to communicate, provide information and deliver services. 

According to Commission data, the letter post decline has neither been homogenous nor 
uniform across the Member States over time, with some, for instance Denmark (over 
10%) and the UK (over 6%), experiencing a severe annual decline between 2007 and 2011. 
It is interesting to observe that two of the countries with the highest rates of letter 
volume decline, Denmark and Estonia, are also among the most digitally advanced. In 
Estonia, thanks to an e-tax board system, almost 95% of income tax declarations have 
been presented electronically since 2012. In Denmark, all regional authorities and 
municipalities as well as the vast majority of public authorities, utility and financial 

http://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/postal-services/standardisation/index_en.htm
https://www.cen.eu/about/Pages/default.aspx
http://estonia.eu/about-estonia/economy-a-it/e-estonia.html
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companies allow for transactional mail with their citizens and clients through e-boks, an 
electronic system owned by Post Danmark and Nets A/S, a Danish payment service 
provider. In 2013, 70% of the Danish population used this system. More recent data show 
that the global letter decline has continued, albeit with contrasting situations. For 
instance, a 2015 UK Ofcom report shows that between 2010 and 2014, letter post 
declined very steeply in Spain (34.2%), followed by the Netherlands (26.2%) and Italy 
(21.8%), yet fell only by 4.3% in Germany. 

USPs are facing a challenging financial situation: declining letter volumes lead to reduced 
revenues, profitability and, due to the high share of fixed costs in postal operations, to an 
increase in average cost per item. To compensate these losses, USPs can try to achieve 
efficiency gains, reducing their costs or the extent or quality of the USO. Price increase is 
another option but it can affect demand. In 2011, letter post revenues accounted for less 
than half (48%) of total postal revenues, compared to 56% in 2007. 

Competition 
Despite full market liberalisation since 2013, competition remains very limited in all 
Member States, both for domestic and international markets. According to a 2014 ERGP 
report, market shares of new entrants for end-to-end competition exceeded 5% only in 
10 countries (Bulgaria, Estonia, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Romania, Slovakia and Sweden), four of which (Estonia, Germany, the Netherlands and 
Sweden) had opened their markets before 2011.7 The report also observes that in only a 
few Member States have postal competitors achieved a market share above 10%. 
Potential reasons for this are the decline in letter volumes, the stringency of access 
regimes, the costs for creating a distribution network and the uncertain sector outlook. 

While the incumbent operators hold the key market positions, some niche markets are 
still left open and attract end-to-end competition. This is true, for instance, for bulk mail 
and for postal services provided at a low frequency or in highly populated areas. In 
Sweden, the main competitor, Norway Post-owned Bring Citymail, offers end-to-end 
postal services in selected market segments and holds an approximately 12% share of the 
national market. Other forms of competition concern specific parts of the postal chain. In 
the UK, for instance, competitors perform upstream activities such as collecting, sorting 

Figure 3: Letter post volume per EU country group in 2014 
Population distribution Distribution of letter post 

volume 
Letter post items per 

capita* 
Average change rate 

(2014 vs 2013)* 

    

 
Data source: EU postal survey with weighted country group averages. 
* without unadressed mail 
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http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/cmr/cmr15/icmr15/icmr_2015.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/ergp/docs/documentation/2014/ergp-13-38rev1-report-on-end-2-end-competition-clean-adopted_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/ergp/docs/documentation/2014/ergp-13-38rev1-report-on-end-2-end-competition-clean-adopted_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/ergp/docs/documentation/2014/ergp-13-38rev1-report-on-end-2-end-competition-clean-adopted_en.pdf
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or transportation for the USP, in return for which they get a rebate of more than 30% on 
the end-to-end Royal Mail price. 

Competition in the cross-border letter post market is absent or highly limited. Most 
competitors are USPs or joint ventures thereof, such as Asendia, created by the French 
La Poste and Swiss Post, or Spring, set up by Dutch TNT, Royal Mail and Singapore Post 
and now fully owned by the Dutch Post NL. 

The parcel and express markets and e-commerce 
The parcel and express markets are more complex and heterogeneous than the letter 
post market. Among other things, this results from the fact that there are different 
market definitions, in particular for the weight limits and services provided, and that 
operators provide insufficient data. The 2015 Commission SWD noted, for instance, that 
many small parcels weighing less than 2 kg are classified as packets and posted as letters, 
possibly leading to a blurred picture of real parcel volumes. Moreover, there is no precise 
consensus on the size and revenues of the EU parcel market. Using 2011 as a reference 
year, an A.T. Kearney study estimated its worth at around €47 billion, the WIK-
Consult study at €37 billion and Copenhagen Economics placed its value at €46 billion. 

The parcel and express sector is growing significantly in volume and, to a lesser extent, in 
revenue. The 2013 WIK study indicated that between 2008 and 2011 volumes increased 
by 33%; according to the 2015 Ofcom report, the per head parcel growth between 2013 
and 2014 was estimated at 5% in Germany, 7% in the UK, 8% in the Netherlands, 9% in 
Sweden and at 67% in Poland. There is also no homogeneity among Member States as 
regards the number of parcels per capita: in 2011, they varied from more than 25 parcels 
in Germany and the UK to around two in Croatia, Latvia, Poland and Romania. In the 
aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, the parcel and express revenues fell considerably; 
however, since 2010, this trend has been reversed: for 2014, the overall EU market was 
believed to exceed €50 billion. 

Competition 
Since parcel services have never been part of the 'reserved area', competition for these 
services has developed on a larger scale than in the letter market. Three key players 
operate in this sector: the so-called global integrators, such as DHL (now owned by 
Deutsche Post DHL), UPS, FedEx and TNT;8 pan-European networks set up by national 
operators, such as DPD (owned by La Poste) or GLS (a subsidiary of Royal Mail) and finally 
national operators who typically provide the universal service. In the domestic market, 
national incumbents retain an important market share estimated above 20% in most 
countries, in particular in the 'business to consumer' (B2C) segment, where they have a 
35% market share. The cross-border segment is highly concentrated, the 2015 
Commission SWD estimating a 75-95% market share for the biggest operators, depending 
on the country considered. The four global integrators are major players in the market: 
according to the Commission, they have a combined share of approximately 90% in the 
B2B cross-border segment. Another source reports that they account for 87% of 
international express deliveries.  

Growing e-commerce and competition have spurred innovation both for USPs and other 
operators, leading to some convergence in the new services offered. Among them are: 
web-based delivery solutions, connecting e-retailers to same-day delivery companies; 
extension of delivery time; provision of parcel lockers accessible 24/7 at convenient 
locations such as stations to collect and return parcels; and use of retail outlets by postal 

http://www.atkearney.fr/transportation/ideas-insights/article/-/asset_publisher/LCcgOeS4t85g/content/europe-s-cep-market-growth-on-new-terms/10192
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130715_ce_e-commerce-and-delivery-final-report_en.pdf
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/cmr/cmr15/icmr15/icmr_2015.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
https://www.apex-insight.com/product/european-parcels-market-insight-report-2015-2/
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://www.atkearney.fr/transportation/ideas-insights/article/-/asset_publisher/LCcgOeS4t85g/content/europe-s-cep-market-growth-on-new-terms/10192
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operators. Innovative solutions to deliver parcels by drones have been recently tested 
by La Poste, Amazon and DHL. 

The cross-border delivery issue 
Only a small proportion of e-commerce transactions involving parcel delivery is carried 
out across borders. There is broad consensus among e-retailers and customers on why 
this is so: higher prices and lack of price transparency, limited possibility for tracking and 
tracing deliveries, and poor quality of services (delays, lost parcels). In a 2015 
Eurobarometer survey, e-retailers confirmed these conclusions; some 21% of them 
identified the cost of resolving cross-border complaints as a major difficulty. 

Within the framework of the 2013 Commission Roadmap, USPs have launched an 
industry initiative – the Interconnect Programme – as part of the actions to improve the 
single market for parcel delivery. This programme offers more flexible delivery options, 
easier return solutions, track-and-trace service for lightweight products, improved 
consumer handling services and harmonised labelling. Moreover, an information 
platform funded by the Programme for the competitiveness of enterprises and small and 
medium-sized enterprises (COSME) will be developed for e-retailers. It is intended to 
create a one-stop information web point to compare the solutions available for parcel 
delivery. It focuses on the cross-border segment and on SMEs, the latter facing higher 
prices than their bigger competitors. Alongside the Digital Single Market 
Strategy, adopted in May 2015 to maximise the EU digital economy, the 
Commission launched a public consultation on cross-border parcel delivery open to all 
stakeholders, to determine further areas of improvement. In May 2016, it proposed a 
new regulation on cross-border parcel delivery services, which aims to promote 
affordable services, efficiency and price transparency among operators.  

Employment in the postal sector 
As a result of falling letter volumes, e-substitution, modernisation and increasing 
automation, employment in the postal sector has undergone substantial restructuring. 
The Universal Postal Union indicates that between 2008 and 2013, USPs in the EU as a 
whole cut their staff by about 250 000 persons. Despite these structural changes, the 
sector continues to be an important employer: the Commission estimates that in 2013, 
national postal operators provided employment to about 1.2 million people. According 
to Eurostat data for 2010, USPs still accounted for a noteworthy proportion of total 
employment in Member States such as Finland (0.8%), Luxembourg (0.8%), Hungary 
(roughly 0.7%) and Slovakia (0.7%). Growth in parcel volumes led between 2003 and 2010 
to an estimated rise of over 12% of the workforce in the express delivery industry. 
According to an Oxford Economics study, this delivery sector is expected to employ 
directly 300 000 persons by 2020. The majority of Member States have minimum wages 
for those employed in the postal services; these wages are sector-specific in a small 
number of them. In many cases, USPs and trade unions have joined forces in managing 
changes affecting employment with a view to limiting the number of compulsory 
redundancies. This has taken on the form of negotiations leading to early retirement, 
voluntary departure and training offers aimed at increasing the employees' external 
mobility. Belgian Bpost, which reduced its full-time employees by around 30% between 
2005 and 2012, proposed part-time work and lower wages to its new employees. In line 
with what is happening in the wider economy, the sector shows an increase in more 
flexible and part-time employment contracts. 

  

http://www.sciencesetavenir.fr/high-tech/drones/20150902.OBS5133/la-poste-teste-un-pigeonnier-pour-drones.html
http://www.dhl.com/en/press/releases/releases_2014/group/dhl_parcelcopter_launches_initial_operations_for_research_purposes.html
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_413_sum_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/FR/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1287
http://ec.europa.eu/easme/sites/easme-site/files/documents/Parcel_delivery_services_call_text.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2015:0192:FIN
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/newsroom/cf/itemdetail.cfm?item_id=8169
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2016:0285:FIN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/586616/EPRS_BRI(2016)586616_EN.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
http://www.euroexpress.org/uploads/ELibrary/EEA_RA2011_LR.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
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The sectoral social dialogue at EU level 

The EU level debates aimed at supporting the development of sustainable postal services and at 
promoting social dialogue in the sector are organised by the European Social Dialogue 
Committee. It is represented by PostEurop and UNI Europa, respectively the employers' and 
workers' organisations. In 2012, this committee issued a joint declaration on the postal sector's 
evolution, which underlined the importance of change management in the sector and the need 
to strike a balance 'between an appropriately rewarded workforce and the requirement for 
adaptability to the new market circumstances'. The committee also emphasised the need to 
enhance the workforce's competences and employability. 

Outlook 
When looking back at the main objectives set out by the EU policy for postal services, one 
sees a mixed picture. As the Commission notes, postal services continue to contribute to 
social, economic and territorial cohesion and to the development of the single market. 
The USO and its regulatory framework have been established successfully. Furthermore, 
services have become more customer-friendly, including in the USO domain; quality 
standards, such as those regarding routing time, have been met over several consecutive 
years; and progress has also been made in the parcel delivery market. According to the 
Commission, the profitability of some USPs is increasing. 

The outcome in the domain of competition is less satisfactory. While competition in the 
parcel and express markets has developed both in the national and cross-border 
segments, results in the letter-post sector have been more disappointing. The reasons for 
this are manifold: a continuous decline in letters, which has a negative impact on 
potential competitors; a correlated growth of e-communication; and the fact that some 
Member States have adopted a protective attitude or implemented EU legal 
requirements formally, but not in earnest. Different studies on forecasts in the letter-post 
market until 2020 anticipate a continued volume decline for all categories of letters. This 
will have an impact on employment levels and on the USPs' working patterns. Moreover, 
given that the compensation fund set up to finance the costs of the USO proved 
unsuccessful, how sustainable will it be to rely only on State aid in the mid- and long term? 

Owing to e-substitution and growth of online purchases, the nature of postal services in 
the EU has evolved, as has the citizens' perception of them. This raises the question of 
whether an adaptation of the scope of the USO and of its services might be necessary. A 
2016 French Court of Auditors' report suggests four main avenues to reduce the costs of 
the USO and to free up financial means to develop new services: lowering or adapting the 
frequency of delivery; offering less stringent routing times; delivering mail at centralised 
locations via community post boxes; and responding to the customers' new needs by 
means of integrating new patterns, technologies and logistics into the USO. Another 
future issue could be the level of flexibility affored to Member States when implementing 
the EU legal framework. For instance, solutions for issues related to employment or 
frequency of delivery could be sought at the national level, while the USO scope could be 
harmonised at EU level. In the first half of 2016, the Dutch Presidency launched a debate 
to know if, in 10 years' time, Member States would find the postal legal framework still 
fit for purpose and their margins of flexibility adequate. According to the Commission, 
most Member States would welcome a revision of the Postal Services Directive in a few 
years' time. For the time being, the Commission has proposed a new regulation on cross-

http://www.posteurop.org/aboutus
http://www.uni-europa.org/
http://www.google.it/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=0ahUKEwjK3KSjhs3MAhVK2SwKHeB6B3AQFggiMAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fsocial%2FBlobServlet%3FdocId%3D7672%26langId%3Den&usg=AFQjCNFNxYXh2q1EdvPFFDtWBWxMUZBvuA
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2015%3A568%3AFIN
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/20130821_wik_md2013-final-report_en.pdf
https://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjXhaDd9frOAhWIOhoKHTq8DnIQFggcMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ccomptes.fr%2Fcontent%2Fdownload%2F89518%2F2121257%2Fversion%2F1%2Ffile%2F12-facteurs-face-a-defi-baisse-courrier-RPA2016-Tome-1.pdf&usg=AFQjCNG4MyFtOyQ0pYiqOdBNr3s4Sq1w1A
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2016:0285:FIN
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border parcel delivery services, intended to identify better the market failures and 
enhance competition and regulatory oversight. 
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Endnotes
1 The Universal Postal Union: established in 1874 and with 192 members, the Universal Postal Union is the world forum 

for cooperation between governments, postal operators, national regulatory authorities and other stakeholders. 
2 Croatia joined the EU on 1 July 2013, yet its postal market was fully opened on 1 January 2013. 
3 'Single-piece' refers to items of a sufficiently low volume not to qualify as bulk discounts; their price is therefore the 

same as of individual items. 'Bulk letters' and 'bulk parcels' refer to larger quantities of items prepared for mailing, 
usually for businesses, bulkmailers or consolidators. 

4 Purchasing power parity (PPP) indicates how many currency units a particular quantity of goods or services costs in a 
country, eliminating the effect of price level differences across the countries. 

5 'Essential requirements': general non-economic reasons which can induce a Member State to impose conditions on 
the supply of postal services. These reasons are (for instance): confidentiality of correspondence, security of the 
network as regards the transport of dangerous goods, respect for the terms and conditions of employment, social 
security schemes, or, where justified, data protection, environmental protection and regional planning. 

6 Consolidators bundle together mail from different originators, while bulkmailers post their own mail. 
7 Competition in Spain was more than 5%, but it was not possible to determine whether it was end-to-end or access 

competition. 
8 In January 2016, the European Commission approved the acquisition of TNT by FedEx Corporation. 
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