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For CEOs of expanding companies trying to adjust their business model to capture 

the European market 

 



Distance Selling and VAT Application  

 

Shopping online, by mail order, over the phone or through a TV shopping channel can be more 

convenient and cheaper than on the high street. Therefore, it’s no surprise that the willingness 

of Germans to buy on the Internet is unbroken. Supported by a strong growth in e-commerce 

and online sales in Germany the total turnover grew in 2013 by 3.6% to 33.1 billion euros 

(2012: 29.5 billion). This was the second time in a row that the industry grew and further growth 

is expected in 2014. The proportion of mail order at retail rose to a new record high of 8.2 % 

(previous year: 7.4 %). 

 

With a steady growth forecast, e-commerce is gaining importance day by day for product-

selling companies. A progressive trend of customers buying online makes it attractive for 

companies to offer and sell online. With more and more businesses selling online nowadays, 

it is important to bear in mind the rules that govern in terms of distance selling. 

 

Distance selling means that a supplier sells goods or services to private individuals or 

customers established in another EU-Member State who do not apply VAT to their intra-

community acquisitions of goods. The supplier takes care of the transport of the goods to the 

customers. In Germany, typical examples are mail order companies like Amazon or Zalando. 

Companies from e.g. the UK are selling products or services to consumers on these platforms 

without face-to-face contact, and where the consumer does not get an opportunity to examine 

the goods before buying or discuss the service in person.  

 

Due to the fact that in the past the number of traders has multiplied, and the volume of distance 

selling has increased dramatically, the EU became stricter and has tightened the rules for 

private traders and especially for selling companies. One aim of the regulations is on the one 

hand to ensure a minimum level of consumer protection across the European Union and on 

the other hand to ensure VAT submissions to the government.  

 

Compliance with distance selling regulations needs to be taken seriously as it is a legal 

requirement. Enforcement action can be taken in the courts against businesses that breach 

these regulations.  

 

 

 

 

 



Information about goods or services offered on internet platforms 

 

As a selling company you are required to display at least a minimum of information about the 

goods or services you are providing on internet platforms including: 

 

 a description of the goods or services 

 the price of the goods or services 

 delivery and any cancellation rights 

 full information about the seller 

 

This information is normally displayed in the terms and conditions. However, if your customers 

are buying goods over the phone, you can provide the information verbally. Nevertheless, you 

as a selling company must provide information about your postal address, how to exercise any 

right to cancel the order and who is responsible for the cost of returning the goods. If you as 

the selling company have already provided this information in your terms and conditions, you 

don't need to mention it again. 

 

This guide is only a simple overview and should not be relied on as a complete statement of 

the law. To understand your rights and obligations fully, study the relevant law or contact one 

of our consultants. We advise domestic and foreign companies on all aspects of distance 

selling activity. In addition, we offer comprehensive advice on the tax refund for international 

companies in Germany. 

 

 

German VAT registration for foreign companies 

 

A foreign company which sells goods and services across EU borders to Germany and has no 

branch or place of business in Germany must register for a German VAT number at their 

applicable tax authority (Finanzamt). The same applies if you are a company with business 

activities in Germany and working in the field of distance selling to Germany, e.g. via Amazon 

or Zalando, trading goods in or out of the country, holding stocks in a warehouse or buying 

and selling products in Germany without the goods leaving the country - you must register for 

a German Vat Number.  

 

If you have not completed a German VAT registration or the completion is delayed, the 

punishment can be quite severe. In the past years, the German tax authorities have been 

http://www.which.co.uk/consumer-rights/problem/can-i-cancel-an-online-order-/


paying more attention to this area in view of the massive growth of internet business and bogus 

virtual companies.  

 

Especially foreign traders on internet selling platforms have been required by the German tax 

authorities in recent years to register for a VAT number.  

 

According to experience out of many VAT registrations for foreign companies, the German tax 

authorities are very strict and accurate when it comes to VAT registration of non-German 

companies.  A special testing process has been implemented by the authorities to help the 

government to save millions of Euros lost to fictitious companies and carousel fraud as well as 

to ensure that VAT offenders get registered for a VAT number.  This process leads to longer 

waiting periods for companies registering for VAT.  

 

In addition, every company must submit the application for German VAT registration in the 

country’s official language (i.e. German). Also, the tax forms are usually only available in 

German and therefore, very complicated for foreign companies.  

 

 

How we help 

 

In 2013, we successfully advised companies from more than 15 countries and from seven 

industries to register in Germany and to fulfill German VAT obligations. Our consultants are 

familiar with the procedure and know the exact requirements the German tax authorities want 

for the VAT registration. They will guide you through the whole process so you will be compliant 

with German statutory law and get the registration completed in a short time period.  
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