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The World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) is the United Nations specialized agency that has as its objective the development of a balanced and effective international intellectual property system for the cultural, economic and social development of all.  The Marrakesh Treaty to Facilitate Access to Published Works for Persons Who Are Blind, Visually Impaired or Otherwise Print Disabled came into force in 2016 and allows for both the production, and exchange, of accessible books across national boundaries for the benefit of people who are print disabled.  

Today, this WIPO administered Treaty has been ratified by 79 contracting parties covering 105 countries, since the European Union joined in one bloc.   All signs indicate that membership will continue to grow rapidly.  There is still work to be done, it is not enough for Member States to ratify or accede to the Treaty, countries need to transpose the provisions into national law, otherwise people who are print-disabled cannot benefit from all that the Treaty has to offer.

With the current pandemic and closure of schools, the availability of accessible books for people who are print disabled is even more critical.  The World Health Organization estimates that 253 million people are living with visual impairments around the world, with over 90 percent of them located in lower-income countries.  

The Accessible Books Consortium (ABC) is a public - private partnership created by WIPO and its partners in 2014 to help implement the Marrakesh Treaty at an operational level.  It includes organizations that represent people with print disabilities such as the World Blind Union; libraries for the blind; standards bodies, and organizations representing authors, publishers and collective management organizations.  

The Marrakesh Treaty and ABC contribute to the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through helping increase the number of books worldwide in accessible formats - such as Braille, audio, e-text, large print – and making them available to people who print disabled. In particular, activities support SDG Goal 4 (Quality Education) and are consistent with articles 9 and 24 of the CRPD regarding accessibility and education.
The three main activities of ABC are described below.
Capacity Building: ABC provides training and technical assistance in the latest accessible book production techniques, as well as funding to produce accessible books, to NGOs, departments of education and publishers in developing and least developed countries.  From 2015 to 2020, more than 250 entities were trained in how to produce accessible books. 

Within the context of the Covid-19 pandemic and ongoing travel restrictions, capacity‑building partners will be offered online training rather than in-person training. WIPO developed its first  ABC Online Course in Accessible Book Production, which it launched in December 2020.  By the end of 2021, 32 organizations will have been trained through the ABC Online Course.

ABC Global Book Service: The ABC Global Book Service (“the Service”) is a global online catalogue of books in accessible formats that provides participating libraries for the blind, known as authorized entities as defined in the Marrakesh Treaty, with the ability to search, order and exchange accessible books across borders.  

To date, 93 libraries for the blind have signed an agreement with WIPO to participate in the Service, of which 41% are located in developing or least developed countries. More than 600,000 titles in over 80 languages contained in the ABC catalogue are available for cross-border exchange under the provisions of the Marrakesh Treaty. 

The main ABC application is a library-to-library service made available free of charge to those libraries that have joined the Service.  ABC has recently developed a beneficiary application as a complement to its library application, which is also free of charge, which will give a participating library’s patrons the ability to query and immediately download accessible format copies of titles in the ABC catalogue.  Member libraries will need to certify that the persons using the ABC beneficiary application are persons who are print disabled as defined in the Marrakesh Treaty.  

Accessible Publishing: ABC promotes the production of “born accessible” works by publishers, that is, books that are usable from the start by both sighted persons and the print disabled.  Publishers and publisher associations around the world are invited to sign the ABC Charter for Accessible Publishing, which contains eight high-level aspirational principles relating to digital publications in accessible formats.  As of today, 106 publishers have signed the Charter and ABC invites all publishers and organizations to make their digital publications born accessible at the time of release onto the market, rather than retro-fitting for accessibility after the original date of publication.

For further information, please contact Accessible.Books@wipo.int
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