
 
 

Federation of European Publishers – Fédération des Editeurs européens 

31, Rue Montoyer – 1000 Brussels 

Tel 32-2-770-11-10 – Fax 32-2-771-20-71 

Website www.fep-fee.eu 

 

An open letter to the President of the European Commission, Mr. Jose Manuel Barroso, the Vice-

President and Commissioner for the Digital Agenda, Mrs. Neelie Kroes, the Commissioner for 

Education, Culture, Multilingualism and Youth, Mrs. Androulla Vassiliou and the Commissioner for 

the Internal Market, Mr. Michel Barnier, concerning the Polish government’s initiative “Digital 

School” and “free textbooks”. 

 

11 May 2012 

 

Dear Mr. President, 

Mrs. Vice-President, 

Mrs. Commissioner, 

Mr. Commissioner, 

We are addressing you on behalf of the Federation of European Publishers to bring to your attention 

an issue of great concern for the entire educational publishing industry. As you are certainly aware, 

digital technologies are gradually being introduced in schools across Europe. As public authorities 

enable classrooms, teachers and in some cases students with ICT equipment, publishers are following 

suit with ever increasing offers of educational material in digital format. 

Nonetheless, in some cases these developments are taking a direction that could have serious 

unintended negative consequences. Poland has become the third country in Europe - after Spain 

(Catalonia) and Norway - to undertake a project of digitisation of educational content in a way that 

threatens the whole book industry in the country. Besides providing schools with hardware and 

broadband access to the Internet, the government announced a tender for digital textbooks, which 

are going to be given to the pupils and teachers for free on the basis of Creative Commons licences. 

In the framework of a positive initiative aimed at modernising our educational system, this last part 

of the plan has the potential to seriously undermine the business model of educational publishing as 

a whole, and hinder the very purpose of enhancing the learning experience in Polish classrooms. This 

tender, in fact, foresees a simple one-off payment for the authors and publishers and the adoption of 

a single book per subject. 

The effect would be to award a monopoly to one supplier of content, thus subverting all competitive 

best practice. In effect, would this not entail the state becoming indirectly but effectively involved in 

facilitating a commercial monopoly? This seems an ironic course of action to adopt in a country that 

has successfully adopted a market economy for more than 20 years.  

Publishers believe that the digitisation of cultural and educational content is unreservedly beneficial, 

but the process should be carefully planned and paced and its outcomes objectively assessed. The 

State should provide schools with educational digital resources– equipment and learning materials –
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while continuing to rely on the private sector suppliers that have developed the best educational 

products through the appropriate business models. This offers the best prospect of maintaining the 

quality of education and educational resources, while giving teachers, students and parents genuine 

choice. The transition to digital learning materials should thus involve educational publishers just as 

in the print world. Their efforts should be supported by the State, not replaced; otherwise, there will 

be very negative consequences for culture and education. 

The main risks we perceive, connected with the project of “free textbooks”, are the following:  

For teachers there will be no more choice. They will be robbed of the discretion to choose between 

different textbooks. Therefore different methods of teaching, the adjustment required to 

acknowledge varying levels of difficulty, and different ways of interpreting the cultural heritage will 

be compromised. There will be only one textbook per subject, opening the way to manipulation and 

the pursuit of an ideological agenda. This is, or should be, a terrifying prospect. 

It is very likely that the textbooks produced by the government will push out of the market all the 

commercial ones, because they will be for free, thus making it impossible for commercial enterprises 

to compete – in case competition were still to be allowed anyway. This will lead directly to a State 

monopoly in education – both in economic and ideological terms. 

In light of the recent studies on educational material, where it is demonstrated that the skills 

developed with e-books are very different from those developed with printed books, we believe that 

both types of works should be used in schoolrooms until the evidence on one side or the other is 

conclusive. 

Trying to force the digital switch in education without a thorough assessment of its dynamics and 

potential effects is dangerous; evidence from other countries supports this view. Previous initiatives 

of a similar kind in Spain, Norway and other countries have failed due to a lack of enthusiasm for 

digital resources on behalf of teachers and students alike. 

Free of charge e-textbooks, supplied as governmental Open Educational Resources, would moreover 

harm the entire book market, since in Poland 1/3 of it is constituted by educational publishing. The 

potential collapse of the educational publishing sector would then affect the whole book market, 

especially distribution (in particular booksellers, for whom selling textbooks is a crucial activity). Any 

breakdown of educational publishing would inevitably lead to a long-term deterioration of the 

quality of education and would have a large negative impact in terms of jobs and tax revenues. 

In fact, e-textbooks produced by the State will likely be of lower quality than those professionally 

issued, a reality that will then be compounded by the lack of competition. Educational publishers are 

entrepreneurs, who invest their own resources to develop the valuable materials at the core of their 

businesses. Free competition leads to high quality and lowest possible prices of textbooks. Publishers 

also have the experience and know-how to understand and satisfy the needs of the educational 

system; this is exactly their role and they have been fulfilling it successfully so far. Publishers also 

provide teachers with additional educational materials besides the basic textbooks, in order to offer 

a richer experience. In return they reasonably expect to operate in a level playing field that allows 

them to sustain their business activity.  
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In addition, all digitisation projects in Polish schools are financed with resources from the European 

Social Fund. The effect of the proposed changes would mean that European funding is directed 

against the biggest cultural industry in the country and that private entrepreneurs would face unfair 

competition from their own government. This would be offensive to the spirit of free competition in 

Europe and may even be illegal. 

We therefore want to appeal to the European institutions to intervene with the Polish government in 

order to preserve the most valuable cultural industry of the country – instead of jeopardising it and 

threatening the very essence of their educational aims. 

We hope that you will take into account our concerns and appreciate the serious potential for harm 

inherent in the situation we have brought to your attention. 

 

Thank you for your support.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

Fergal Tobin 

President, Federation of European Publishers 

 

 

Cc::  

Bogdan Zdrojewski, Minister of Culture and National Heritage of Poland  

Krystyna Szumilas, Minister of National Education  

Michał Boni, Minister of Digitisation 


