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III. Issues related to the use of data messages in international
contracts
B.

Time of receipt and dispatch of data messages and contract
formation
1.
In its present version, the preliminary draft convention is not limited to the
formation of contracts by electronic means and deals more broadly with the use of
data messages “in connection with an existing or contemplated contract” or “in the
context of the formation or performance of contracts” (see A/CN.9/WG.IV/WP.103,
annex, art. 1, para. 1). Accordingly, the rules on time of dispatch and receipt of data
messages in article 10 of the preliminary draft convention are intended to apply to
messages exchanged before or after the conclusion of a contract or even where no
contract is eventually concluded.
2.
When the parties deal through more traditional means, the effectiveness of the
communications they exchange depends on various factors, including the time of
their receipt or dispatch, as appropriate. Although some legal systems have general
rules on the effectiveness of communications in a contractual context, in many legal
systems general rules are derived from the specific rules that govern the
effectiveness of offer and acceptance for purposes of contract formation. The
essential question before the Working Group is how to formulate rules on time of
receipt and dispatch of data messages that adequately transpose to the context of the
preliminary draft convention the existing rules for other means of communication.

1.

Rules on contract formation
3.
Rules on contract formation often distinguish between “instantaneous” and
“non-instantaneous” communications of offer and acceptance or between
communications exchanged between parties present at the same place at the same
time (inter praesentes) or communications exchanged at a distance (inter absentes).
Typically, unless the parties engage in “instantaneous” communication or are
negotiating face-to-face, a contract will be formed when an “offer” to conclude the
contract has been expressly or tacitly “accepted” by the party or parties to whom it
was addressed.
4.
Leaving aside the possibility of contract formation through performance or
other actions implying acceptance,1 which usually involves a finding of facts, the
controlling factor for contract formation where the communications are not
“instantaneous” is the time when an acceptance of an offer becomes effective. There
are currently four main theories for determining when an acceptance becomes
effective under general contract law, although they are rarely applied in pure form
or for all situations.2
5.
Pursuant to the “declaration” theory,3 a contract is formed when the offeree
produces some external manifestation of its intent to accept the offer, even though
this may not yet be known to the offeror. According to the “mailbox rule”, which is
traditionally applied in most common law jurisdictions,4 but also in some countries
belonging to the civil law tradition,5 acceptance of an offer is effective upon
dispatch by the offeree (for example, by placing a letter in a mailbox). In turn, under
the “reception” theory, which has been adopted in several civil law jurisdictions,6
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the acceptance becomes effective when it reaches the offeror. Lastly, the
“information” theory requires knowledge of the acceptance for a contract to be
formed.7 Of all these theories, the “mailbox rule” and the reception theory are the
most commonly applied for business transactions.
6.
In some legal systems, both theories may be invoked, according to the
context.8 The notion of “receipt” is sometimes understood not only as a question of
time but also as a question of form or maybe even content of the communication of
acceptance. Thus, for example, the rules of the German Civil Code9 on the legal
effectiveness of legally relevant communications or “declarations of will” upon
their receipt have been understood by German doctrine and case law to the effect
that a communication has not only to reach the addressee’s sphere of control but it
also has to be in such a form as to ensure the possibility for the addressee to become
aware of it.10 The latter element has been further subdivided into various
substantive requirements, such as, for example, accessibility of the language of the
communication11 or delivery within normal working hours.12
7.
The United Nations Convention on Contracts for the International Sale of
Goods (“the United Nations Sales Convention”)13 adopted the “reception” theory as
a general rule.14 Under the Sales Convention, a contract is concluded “at the
moment when an acceptance of an offer becomes effective”,15 which happens when
“the indication of assent reaches the offeror”.16 For the purposes of the
Convention’s provisions on contract formation, an offer, declaration of acceptance
or any other indication of intent “reaches” the addressee “when it is made orally to
him or delivered by any other means to him personally, to his place of business or
mailing address or, if he does not have a place of business or mailing address, to his
habitual residence”.17
8.
The notion of “receipt” has been understood by commentators to mean the
time when the communication enters the “sphere of control” of the addressee. Up to
that time, the originator of the communication (in case of acceptance, the offeree)
must ensure that the communication reaches the addressee and that it arrives within
the required time. Where the notion of “dispatch” is relevant, the crucial moment is
when the communication leaves the sphere of control of the originator. From that
moment on, the originator would be relieved of the risk of loss or delay in the
communication, with which instead the addressee would be concerned.
9.
Commentators of the United Nations Sales Convention have observed that the
notion of “reach” in article 24 of the Convention was made dependent upon
“external, easily provable facts” and was meant to relieve the originator of the “risk
of defective communications of a declaration within the recipient’s organizational
sphere”; circumstances that indicated that the provisions of article 24—contrary to
the strict rules followed in some domestic laws—should be interpreted to the effect
that “they generally do not require an opportunity for the recipient to gain
awareness of the declaration”.18 Other ways of applying the article, for example, by
attempting to take “national public holidays and customary working hours” into
consideration were said to “lead to problems and to legal uncertainty in a law
governing international situations”.19

3

A/CN.9/WG.IV/WP.104/Add.2

2.

Timing of dispatch and receipt of data messages
10. The above considerations are equally important for the formation of contracts
through electronic communications. Indeed, despite some early suggestions that
contract negotiation through electronic means, in particular in an electronic data
interchange (EDI) environment, replicates the pattern of “face-to-face” or
“instantaneous” communications,20 the exchange of electronic messages, at least
when electronic mail (e-mail) techniques are used, seems to be more analogous to
exchange of postal correspondence.21
11. In any event, default rules on time and place of dispatch and receipt of data
messages should supplement national rules on dispatch and receipt by transposing
them to an electronic environment. Such provisions should be sufficiently flexible
to cover both cases where electronic communication appears to be instantaneous and
those where electronic messaging mirrors traditional mail. The following paragraphs
analyse the way this has been done by the UNCITRAL Model Law on Electronic
Commerce and in domestic legislation. They also summarize the debate that has
taken place in the Working Group and offer elements that the Working Group may
wish to consider in its deliberations on article 10 of the preliminary draft
convention.

(a)

The rule in article 15 of the UNCITRAL Model Law on Electronic Commerce
12. Article 15, paragraph 1, of the Model Law defines the time of dispatch of a
data message as the time when the data message enters an “information system”22
placed “outside the control of the originator”,23 which may be the information
system of an intermediary or an information system of the addressee. Under that
provision, a data message should not be considered to have been dispatched if it
merely reached the information system of the addressee but failed to enter it.24
13. For the time of receipt, paragraph 2 of the same article distinguishes between a
few factual situations: (a) where the addressee designates a specific information
system, which may or may not be his own, for the receipt of a message, the data
message is deemed to have been received when it enters the designated system;25
(b) if the data message is sent to an information system of the addressee that is not
the designated system, “receipt” occurs when the data message is retrieved by the
addressee; and (c) if the addressee has not designated an information system, receipt
occurs when the data message enters an information system of the addressee.
14. The distinction between “designated” and “non-designated” information
systems is intended to establish an appropriate allocation of risks and
responsibilities between originator and addressee. The person who designates a
specific information system for the receipt of data messages, even if it is a system
operated by a third party, should be expected to bear the risk of loss or delay of
messages that effectively entered that system. However, if the originator chooses to
ignore the addressee’s instructions and sends the message to an information system
other than the designated system, it would not be reasonable to consider the
message delivered to the addressee until the addressee has actually retrieved it. The
rule in the event that no particular system was designated assumes that for the
addressee it was a matter of indifference to which information system the messages
would be sent, in which case it would be reasonable to presume that it would accept
messages through any of its information systems.
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15. For both the definition of dispatch and that of receipt, a data message enters an
information system at the time when it becomes available for processing within that
information system. It is not necessary for the recipient to know that the message
has been received and there is no additional requirement that the recipient actually
read or even access the message. If it reaches the recipient’s “mailbox”, receipt has
occurred.
16. Whether the data message is intelligible or usable by the addressee is
intentionally outside the purview of the Model Law, which does not set out to
overrule provisions of national law under which receipt of a message may occur at
the time when the message enters the sphere of the addressee, irrespective of
whether the message is intelligible or usable by the addressee.26
(b)

Electronic communications in domestic enactments of the Model Law
17. At the domestic level, there seems to be little disagreement on the proposition
that, from a purely factual point of view, the time when a message enters an
information system within the addressee’s control or enters an information system
outside the sender’s control represent the evident electronic equivalents of the
“sphere of control” tests used to define “receipt” and “dispatch” under both the
“reception” and the “mailbox” rules.
18. Except for France,27 the more than 20 countries and non-sovereign
jurisdictions that have thus far adopted the Model Law have included provisions on
time and place of dispatch and receipt of data messages. Without exception, all
enactments of the Model Law have adopted the distinction between designated and
non-designated systems.28 This is also the case in those countries in which uniform
law has been prepared on the basis of the Model Law, such as Canada29 and the
United States of America.30 That distinction, however, is not explicit in the United
States Uniform Electronic Transactions Act (UETA), which contemplates, in
addition to a “designated” information system, an information system that the
recipient “uses for the purpose of receiving electronic records or information of the
type sent and from which the recipient is able to retrieve the electronic record”.31
Notwithstanding that the language used in UETA differs from article 15 of the
Model Law, both instruments distinguish between a system that was positively
chosen by a party for the receipt of a particular message or type of message and
other (non-designated) information systems merely used by the recipient. The latter
category, in much the same way as the non-designated system under article 15 of the
UNCITRAL Model Law, was included in UETA out of a concern to “[allow] the
recipient of electronic records to retain control over where they would be sent and
received”.32
19. Domestic enactments of the Model Law are also remarkably uniform in
defining the time of receipt of data messages sent to a designated system. Nearly all
enactments reproduce the rule of paragraph 2 (a) (i) of article 15 of the Model Law,
namely, that a message sent to a designated system is received when it enters that
system.
20. Minor domestic variations exist with regard to cases in which either the
addressee has not designated a particular information system or the originator sends
the message to a system other than the designated system. Most domestic
enactments of the Model Law make that distinction.33 In those countries, the
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consequences are generally the same as in article 15 of the Model Law, that is, a
message sent to an information system other than the designated one is only deemed
to be received upon retrieval by the addressee,34 whereas a message sent in the
absence of a designated system is deemed to be received upon entry into an
information system of the addressee. However, in two countries in that group35 the
law explicitly requires retrieval in both situations.
21. The laws of other countries contemplate only cases where an addressee has not
designated an information system.36 In those countries, receipt normally occurs
once the message is “retrieved” or “comes to the attention” of the addressee, but in
one country37 receipt occurs upon entry in a system “regularly used by the
addressee”. Two countries contemplate only the hypothesis of a message being sent
to an information system other than the designated system, in which case receipt
occurs upon retrieval.38 It is not clear, for that group of countries, whether a
message sent to one particular system despite an express designation of another
system would follow the same rule. Arguably, both situations would be treated in
the same manner, as is suggested by the law of one country, 39 which expressly
provides that for all cases other than designated systems, the message is received
when it comes to the addressee’s attention.
22. The only apparently significant deviations from article 15 of the Model Law
are found in UETA and the Uniform Electronic Commerce Act (UECA) of Canada.
Both texts require that the data message be capable of being retrieved and processed
by the addressee in addition to entering the addressee’s system.40 It has been
pointed out, in that connection, that the emphasis in the Model Law is on timing.41
Under the Model Law, the message enters a system when it is available for
processing, “whether or not it can in fact be processed”. For UETA and UECA, on
the other hand, proper receipt requires that the recipient should be able to retrieve
the record from the system and that the message be sent in a form that the
addressee’s system can process. Nonetheless, “there is arguably no inconsistency
between the UETA and the Model Law”, as it may be understood that the Model
Law “defers to national law on the ‘processability’ issue”. 42 Legal analysis and
comparison of UETA and the Model Law has indicated, however, that, despite the
different formulation, both instruments achieve the same result, as shown in the
following example:43
“Consider the situation where, because of a power failure or system
failure, the system becomes inaccessible, precluding the recipient from ever
retrieving the record. The question would be (under both products): when did
the failure occur? If it occurred before the electronic record entered the
system, then no receipt has yet occurred under either formulation. If the
message enters the system, the question initially under the UETA is whether
the recipient is able to retrieve it. If the recipient is able to retrieve it, albeit for
an instant, receipt has occurred. Subsequent failure of the system should not
‘undo’ what has already occurred. The mere inability of the recipient to
retrieve the electronic record at a later point in time is irrelevant once receipt
has occurred.”
23. Another situation where both UETA and UECA seem at first sight to differ
from the Model Law is when the recipient has designated an information system,
but the sender sends the electronic record to another information system. Unlike the
Model Law, UETA and UECA do not have specific rules for such a case, which

6

A/CN.9/WG.IV/WP.104/Add.2

would have to be solved in the light of their more general provisions. The result
would probably not be substantially different from the result under the Model Law.
If the information system, although not the designated system, was one used by the
recipient for electronic records of this type, the record would be deemed received
(whether or not it was “actually” retrieved or received). If the system was not
generally used for messages of this type, the presumption established by UETA
would not apply. Arguably, that presumption would not be needed if the record was
actually retrieved by the recipient, which would mean that in practice the result
under the Model Law and UETA would be the same. If, however, the record entered
an information system of the recipient that was neither the one designated by the
recipient, nor the one used by the recipient for such messages, and the record was
never retrieved by the recipient, it is claimed that the two laws would again produce
the same result: “there would be no receipt under the Model Law (because there was
no retrieval), and none under the UETA (because it was not sent to the correct
address)”.44
(c)

Electronic communications in other domestic laws
24. The situation in countries that have not adopted the Model Law is not easily
ascertainable in view of the scarcity of legal authorities. For the purposes of the
present analysis, those countries may be placed in two broad groups: member States
of the European Union (EU) and non-member States of the Union.
25. Very few countries outside EU other than enacting States of the UNCITRAL
Model Law have specific legislation on the types of issue related to electronic
commerce that have been dealt with by UNCITRAL. Typically, where written laws
exist, they deal only with digital signatures (sometimes also other forms of
electronic signatures) and certification services45 and rarely with issues of
electronic contracting.46 The survey done by the Secretariat has not identified
legislative provisions on time of dispatch and receipt of data messages in those
countries.
26. The situation is different within EU. EU member States are bound to
implement the principles set forth in the various EU directives relevant for
electronic commerce, in particular Directive 2000/31/EC of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 8 June 2000 on certain legal aspects of information
society services, in particular electronic commerce, in the internal market.47
Article 11 of the EU Directive provides that EU member States shall ensure, “except
when otherwise agreed by parties who are not consumers”, that a customer’s order
and the acknowledgement of receipt of the order by the merchant “are deemed to be
received when the parties to whom they are addressed are able to access them”.
Under the EU legislative system, member States are left with the choice of the
means to achieve the result envisaged by the EU Directive.
27. When, however, are the parties “able to access” data messages and which kind
of “ability” is meant by the EU Directive? Is it sufficient that the parties have the
abstract possibility of gaining access to the data message, or is it necessary for the
addressee to be actually in a position to retrieve the message? The preamble to the
EU Directive does not explain the precise meaning of the words “able to access”.
While a number of language versions favour a more general formulation,48 some of
them seem to imply that the addressee must be actually able to retrieve the
message.49
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28. Arguably, the linguistic nuances in the various language versions of the EU
Directive are not substantive. The main difficulty in fact seems to be that the
formulation in article 11 of the EU Directive does not provide a presumption or
indication of the time from which a party should be deemed to have been “able to
access” a message. To date, a number of EU member States have enacted specific
legislation to implement the EU Directive. Austria,50 Denmark,51 Germany,52
Ireland,53 Italy,54 Spain55 and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
Ireland56 have reproduced the formulation used in article 11 of the EU Directive
with only slight changes.57
29. It is not entirely clear which rule applies in countries such as Ireland58 and
Italy59 that already had statutory provisions on time of dispatch and receipt of data
messages before the adoption of the EU Directive. The Irish law contains essentially
the same rule as article 15 of the Model Law. The new law implementing the EU
Directive provides that the specific rule on receipt of an “order” applies
“notwithstanding” the earlier law. The rule in Italy is that an electronic document is
deemed to have been dispatched by the originator and received by the addressee if it
is “transmitted to the electronic address” indicated by the addressee.60 Although
different in formulation, this rule would arguably lead in most cases to the same
result as that of article 15 of the Model Law.
30. Most of the countries that have implemented the EU Directive, however, did
not have statutory rules on time of dispatch and receipt of data messages, although
case law in some of them already provided criteria for the transposition to an
electronic environment of traditional rules on dispatch and receipt. The result is
typically consistent with article 15 of the UNCITRAL Model Law. This is true even
in countries such as Germany, which have not enacted the Model Law, where the
courts have regarded the delivery of a message to a party’s e-mail address, for
instance, as the equivalent of “receipt”, regardless of whether or not the party had
actually accessed the message.61 Incomplete delivery of the text of a data message,
owing, for instance to technical malfunctioning of the receiving equipment, does not
exclude “receipt”, if there is evidence that the message was transmitted entirely in
electronic form.62 While proof of proper dispatch of a data message may be
regarded as prima facie evidence of its effective receipt by the other party,63 the
courts have also stressed that the originator of a data message is not entitled to rely
on mere dispatch of the message, which creates no presumption that the message
was actually received.64
31. The fact, however, that the EU Directive introduced the “accessibility”
criterion to determine the time of receipt of data messages has caused some concern,
as it was felt that the rule in the EU Directive should not be carried so far as to
require actual retrieval of messages, a result that would conflict with existing case
law. Indeed, it appears from the consultation process preceding the implementation
of the EU Directive in some countries that some of the changes introduced in
domestic legislation were intended to avoid the impression that receipt of a message
required actual retrieval by the addressee. The final rule, it was said, should instead
make it clear that only the “technical possibility” of retrieval was relevant, and not
the addressee’s “availability” for retrieving the message.65
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(d)

The debate within the Working Group
32. The preliminary draft convention has followed closely the structure and
formulation of article 15 of the UNCITRAL Model Law on Electronic Commerce.
This was a natural choice in view of the wide acceptance of that provision of the
Model Law. It also had the additional advantage of its compatibility with article 24
of the United Nations Sales Convention.66 This provision, however, has caused
extensive debate within the Working Group (see A/CN.9/509, paras. 93-98; and
A/CN.9/528, paras. 141-151).
33. One criticism has been that the provision is overly complex and that there may
be no practical need for distinguishing between designated and non-designated
information systems. That criticism was formulated in the following terms in a
statement by the German Bar Association on the preliminary draft convention:67
“A point requiring clarification seems to be the distinction in article 11,
paragraph 2 [draft art. 10, para. 2 in document A/CN.9/WG.IV/WP.103],
between an information system designated by the addressee for the receipt of
data messages and a system other than the designated system. This distinction
is more relevant for Electronic Data Interchange (EDI), but not for e-mail
communications. The consequence is that, in the context of e-mail
communications, the decisive factor should be the actual entry of the data
message in the recipient’s computer station. This does not flow from
article 11 (2) with the clarity required for legal harmonization.
“On the basis of the definition in article 5 (f) […], an ‘information
system’ means ‘a system for generating, sending, receiving, storing or
otherwise processing data messages’. This wide definition encompasses not
only a provider’s web server, but also the computer stations of the provider’s
clients, from which they retrieve their messages or through which they forward
their messages to the provider for transmission to the addressees. It is
important in this connection to clarify whether the entry in the provider’s
server is sufficient to establish the receipt of the message, or whether the data
message needs to be actually retrieved by the addressee at its computer station.
“This distinction depends on whether the addressee has designated a
particular information system for the receipt of the data message and which is
the designated system. Normally, the user does not make use of systemspecification (Systembenennung) as a “receipt-address” (Zustelladresse), but
rather uses an e-mail address, from which no specified system is recognizable.
A specification should not in fact be necessary, since, in protocol-based
Internet data communication, messages are transmitted without empty signs
through special computers that use appropriate destination tables.
“On this technical basis, article 11, paragraph 2 [draft art. 10, para. 2, in
document A/CN.9/WG.IV/WP.103], would become idle, because the originator
is not provided with a specific system of destination, and only requires an email address, which is independent from a computer station. The transmission
of the message to another, non-designated system (article 11, paragraph 2, first
sentence, second phrase) does not occur, since to that end there should have
been a designated system in the first place.”
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34. The problems identified in this analysis may in fact be significant if the notion
of “information system” is understood to refer to the telecommunication channels
and infrastructure used to transport messages to their final destination, rather than to
the “electronic address” designated by a party for the purpose of receiving
messages. As understood thus far, however, the notion of “information system” is
intended to cover “the entire range of technical means used for transmitting,
receiving and storing information”, which, depending on the factual situation, may
be “a communications network, and in other instances could include an electronic
mailbox or even a telecopier”.68 The same broad interpretation should be given in
the context of the preliminary draft convention. Nevertheless, the Working Group
may wish to consider whether it might be useful to formulate an appropriate
clarification in the definition of “information system” in draft article 5,
subparagraph (e). The Working Group may further wish to consider whether some
explanation should be given as to what actions should be regarded as a
“designation” of an information system by the addressee.69 Moreover, the Working
Group may wish to consider the relationship between an e-mail address as a
designated “information system” and the system used to deliver messages to
mailboxes carrying a particular extension (e.g. “@XYZ.com”).
35. Another criticism has been that the rule of article 15 of the Model Law might
be excessively rigid because the entry of a message in the addressee’s system or
another system designated by the addressee does not always allow the conclusion
that the addressee is capable of accessing the message. It has been proposed that the
notion of “entry” should be rendered more flexible by adding the notion of
“accessibility” of the data message, which would be given when the message is
capable of being “processed and retrieved by the addressee” (A/CN.9/509, paras. 94
and 96). One proposal would link the receipt to “the time when the retrieval of that
data message by the addressee” could “normally be expected” (A/CN.9/528,
para. 148). However, there were also objections to that proposal, as the reference to
the time when the addressee could “normally be expected” to “retrieve” might
deviate from the accepted notion of “availability” of the message for processing
within an information system, as an objective test, towards a more subjective
approach (A/CN.9/528, para. 149).
36. There seems to be no disagreement with the general objective of developing
default rules on dispatch and receipt of messages that aim at establishing a fair
allocation of risks and responsibilities between the originator and the addressee
(A/CN.9/528, para. 145). In principle, it should not be difficult to reach
international consensus on the principle that a person who manages an information
system, or designates a specific information system for the receipt of data messages,
even if it is a system operated by a third party, should bear the risk of loss or delay
of messages that have effectively entered that system. This point, however,
highlights the importance of a clear understanding of the meaning of “information
system”, in particular where the parties communicate through e-mail.
37. Where no specific system has been designated, the rule should be such that it
would allow a judge or arbitrator called to decide upon a dispute on the time of
receipt of a data message to apply a test of reasonableness to the choice of an
information system by the originator in the absence of a clear designation by the
addressee.
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38. The Working Group may wish to consider possible ways of bridging the gap
between the opposing views on this aspect of draft article 10. One possibility, which
has been proposed even in connection with systems that follow the “information
theory” for the purposes of contract formation, might be to attach a presumption of
knowledge (in the sense of “accessibility” or “possibility of knowledge”) of a
message to the effective delivery of a message to the addressee’s information
system. It would thus be for the addressee to adduce evidence that, through no fault
of its own or of any intermediary of its choosing, it could not access the message.70
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