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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 0964/2011 by Michael Kalmar (Austrian), on behalf of European
Dyslexia Association, on access to books for blind persons, those with 
dyslexia or other disabilities

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner complaints that EU citizens who are blind, those with dyslexia or have other 
disabilities are unable to have an access to 95% of printed books since they do not exist in an 
accessible format such as braille, large print, daisy reader or audio.

In June 2011, the copyright committee of the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO 
SCCR22) moved towards a law to improve access for people with reading disabilities by 
drafting a document that could be a basis of a treaty, giving exceptions to copyright. 
However, the EU negotiators have opposed to the text being a legally binding treaty. By 
opposing such a treaty, the petitioner claims, the EU Commission and the Member States are 
failing to recognise and respect the right of persons with disabilities, to ensure their 
independence, social and occupational integration and participation in the life of the 
community, as stated in Article 26 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 16 December 2011. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 30 May 2012

‘The petitioner refers to ongoing discussions at the World Intellectual Property Organisation 
on the subject of copyright and persons with reading disabilities.
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This Petition, submitted on behalf of an organisation representing dyslexic persons, repeats 
many of the points raised in a petition by the European Blind Union (Petition 924/2011). The 
petitioner refers to the position of the European Parliament, which wants the Commission and 
the Member States to sign the draft agreement with WIPO. The petitioner also claims that the 
European Union is refusing to support the idea of a legally binding treaty.

Persons with reading disabilities should have access to books in formats adapted to their 
needs, and 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) which sets out a right to access to information (Article 21) and recognises the 
right for persons with disabilities to participate in cultural life on an equal basis with others 
(Article 30) and 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 promote access to books for visually impaired persons. In May 2011, 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 shared in the EU.

The aim of the discussions currently in progress at WIPO is to determine the extent to which 
an international approach to this matter can help to improve access to books for persons with 
reading disabilities.

The European Union and its Member States have participated actively in recent discussions
(June and November 2011) at WIPO, the outcome of which was a compromise text laying the 
foundations for more in-depth discussions in the future2. The EU was a particularly active 
participant in the most recent discussions in November 2011. In particular, it maintained that 
the proposed text, while providing a good basis for discussion, needed to be improved 
significantly before further steps could be taken. Both verbally and in writing, the EU clearly 
identified a number of problems that need to be addressed by the text. It also made a number 
of proposals which would allow these problems to be resolved. The EU is thus playing a 
constructive role in the discussions, with a view to obtaining a balanced, effective and useful 
text.

Conclusion
                                               
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.
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On the basis of the text currently on the table, the Commission is resolutely pursuing efforts to 
ensure that the constructive discussions in progress result in a text which is not only balanced 
and universally acceptable, but also fully effective in achieving the goals being pursued.

At the same time, the Commission is planning to request a negotiating mandate from the 
Council authorising it to conduct negotiations as soon as possible on behalf of the EU on an 
international treaty, i.e. a binding legal instrument1. In any event, the Commission is 
determined to continue working actively to offer specific and rapid solutions to the problems 
currently faced by persons suffering from reading disabilities.’

                                               
1 See answer to oral question O-000006/2012, where Commissioner Barnier states that he intends to propose to 
the Commission that a mandate should be requested from the EU Member States.


