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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 0924/2011 by Dan Pescod (British), on behalf of European Blind Union 
(EBU)/Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB), on access by blind 
people to books and other printed products.

1. Summary of petition

WIPO, the World Intellectual Property Organisation, has been working towards establishing a 
law to improve access to books and other printed products by blind and visually impaired 
people. The European Commission published a Green Paper 'Unlocking the potential of 
cultural and creative industries' COM (2010)183 and Parliament adopted its report by Marie-
Thérèse Sanchez-Schmid on the same subject in May 2011. Parliament calls on the 
Commission and Member States to sign up to the WIPO agreement. However, the EU 
negotiating position is to agree recommendations rather than a binding law. The petitioner 
alleges that not signing up to a law is in breach of the Charter of Fundamental Rights and the 
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and asks for Parliament to ensure 
that EU negotiators go to the next WIPO meeting in November 2011 ready to call for the 
agreed text to become a binding treaty.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 8 December 2011. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 16 December 2011

The petitioner refers to discussions currently underway in the World Intellectual Property 
Organisation concerning copyright and persons with reading disabilities. He draws attention 
to the stance taken by Parliament, which hopes that the Commission and the Member States 
will sign the WIPO agreement, and refers to the next WIPO discussions, due to be held in 
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November.
Commission remarks

The Commission has indicated its position in its reply to a recent parliamentary question 
(E-6855/11). The Commission considers that people with reading disabilities should be able 
to have access to books in accessible formats, and that it is unacceptable that so few books 
should be available in these formats.

The Commission is mindful of the UN Convention on the Right of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD), to which the EU is a party. Under the Charter of Fundamental Rights, the Union 
recognises and respects the right of disabled persons to benefit from measures ensuring their 
participation in the life of the community. The Commission takes the promotion and respect 
of fundamental rights very seriously, and, in cooperation with member states, continues to 
further access to books for visually impaired persons. In May of this year, the Commission 
undertook to take into account fundamental rights in Commission Impact assessments, 
including rights protected by the UNCPRD or the Charter, such as the rights of disabled 
persons.1 In its November 2010 European Disability Strategy, the Commission undertook to 
improve the accessibility of leisure and cultural goods and services, in particular by fostering 
the cross-border transfer of copyright works in accessible formats and promoting the use of 
permissible exceptions. In September 2010, the Commission also oversaw the conclusion of a 
Memorandum of Understanding on access to works for dyslexic or visually impaired readers, 
which outlines a system whereby works in accessible formats, such as Braille and audio 
books, can be much more easily distributed.

The aim of the discussions underway in WIPO is to determine the extent to which an 
international approach to this matter can help to improve access to books by people with 
reading disabilities.

The EU took an active part in the recent discussions (June 2011) in WIPO, which resulted in a 
compromise text establishing the basis for future discussion2. This text, which was widely 
supported, has been recognised by the World Blind Union3, among others, as a major step 
forward. It is essential not to stop at this point and to continue the discussion, using this text 
as a starting point.

The Commission is therefore continuing its efforts to reach a balanced and effective solution
that takes account of the interests involved.

Conclusion
The Commission is monitoring progress on this matter closely.

The Commission is keen to continue talks with the World Blind Union, which is a key partner 
in the current discussion, and will take them into account in its discussions with the Member 

                                               
1 SEC(2011) 567 final.
2 WIPO document SCCR/22/15 REV. 1, Proposal on an international instrument on limitations and exceptions 
for persons with print disabilities, presented by Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, the 
European Union and its Member States, Mexico, Norway, Paraguay, the Russian Federation, the United States of 
America and Uruguay.
3 World Blind Union Press Release, 30 June 2011.
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States and in WIPO.
The Commission emphasises that it is taking all possible steps to improve the substance and 
effectiveness of the text, regardless of its final form. However, it believes that the current state 
of the text and the negotiations means that it is too early to express a final opinion.


