THE LIFE, DEATH & REBIRTH OF THE BOOK

A funny thing happened as electronic readers have become more popular: So have regular books
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Print has been declared dead many times, but for aficionados of electronic readers like the Amazon Kindle, that might just be true.

"I love this thing," crowed one consumer reviewer on the CNET review board about Kindle 2, a new version of the immensely popular wireless reading device that was introduced solely to the U. S. market in late 2007. "I like the convenience.... Someone recommended a book to me at the doctor's office--I had it in less than three minutes."

Described by its fans as the literary equivalent of Apple's revolutionary iPod MP3 player, the Kindle's biggest endorsement came in the form of talk show queen Oprah Winfrey, whose raves for the US$359 gadget on her show last October led to the Kindle running out of stock weeks before Christmas for the second year in a row. Amazon also introduced an application last month allowing Kindle e-books, which are downloaded from Amazon.com,to be downloaded to an iPhone. While e-books still account for far less than 1% of the market in Canada and the U. S., their proponents are convinced electronic reading devices could become as ubiquitous as cellphones as their technology improves, as they come down in price and as the environmental and dollar costs of using paper continue to take a toll.

"We are not looking at a major shift from reading physical books to electronic books over the next 12 to 18 months," said e-commerce analyst, author and literary agent Rick Broadhead. "I think people will grow accustomed to it. The best test of the market is kids who will be introduced to books in that form. They may develop a preference to [reading on] electronic devices because that is the environment they are growing up in."

The folks at Amazon are tight-lipped as to when -- if ever -- the Kindle will become available in Canada, even though the retailer has operated a separate Amazon. caWeb site in this market since 2002.

"We know that our international customers are interested in Kindle and we look forward to making it available internationally," said Drew Herdener, Amazon.comspokesman, in an e-mailed response. "We have not announced any specifics." Last month, Amazon.caspokeswoman Margaret Antkowski was more forthcoming, telling the National Post there is no firm release date for the Kindle 2 in Canada because the Seattle-based company "still has a number of issues to solve before the device can be sold, including Canadian digital publishing rights and electronic distribution negotiations. "The book-publishing industry in Canada is not up to speed in terms of what is available in the number of titles [online]," she said.

"Secondly, because it has WiFi capabilities, there has to be an agreement with the providers -- the Bells of the world, the Rogers of the world. That's one of the things that's standing in the way, and they're working on that."

Currently, the only dedicated e-book reading device for sale in Canada is the Sony Reader, which has two models retailing for $300 and an enhanced version with more memory that costs $400.

Since the Reader's introduction into the Canadian market a little more than a year ago, its per-capita sales volume has outpaced that in the United States, said Candice Hayman, spokeswoman at Sony of Canada, but she could not give specific figures.

Still, the rise of e-books is not hurting Canadian book sales.

Sales have only become more robust heading into the recession, with book unit sales 6% higher in the last three months of 2008 than they were during the same time period in 2007, according to BookNet Canada, which tracks retail sales. In January, unit volumes jumped 10% year over year.

"It's huge," said spokeswoman Morgan Cowie. "We can't really say why it is happening, all we can see is that it is obviously the case that people are still buying books."

Canada's biggest book retailer, Indigo Books & Music Inc., is far from concerned that e-books will cannibalize business at its retail stores. Two weeks ago, Indigo launched its own international e-book retailer, the online service Shortcovers.com,which sells downloadable books to be read on laptops or smartphones such as BlackBerrys and iPhones, at a cost of about $10 to $20. Thousands of members have already signed on in 125 countries. "We are all pretty crazy book lovers, and we believe people are going to read physical books for a long time to come," said Mike Serbinis, chief information officer at Indigo.

"However, people will also want to click a button on their mobile devices and have the convenience of a mobile bookstore in their pocket. User behaviour changes, but [e-books are] not going to replace books. People still love riding horses, but they can hop on a plane if they want to get to Montreal."

While Shortcovers books can not yet be downloaded to the Sony Reader, the service will be adding other devices in the coming months, including other readers, he said. "There is definitely a demand. We have been inundated with requests about [which devices work with the site and when others will be added] since we've been live.

"We think it is a good validation of our positioning."

Indeed, increased flexibility of reading formats might actually fuel book consumption in the future, he said.

"We think that the convenience factor alone is going to drive up consumption. And e-books will be priced lower, so there is a mobile equation and a value equation."

Just days later after the launch of Shortcovers, U. S. bookselling behemoth Barnes & Noble announced it had bought a similar company, Fictionwise.com,for US$15.7-million. For e-reading devices to really take off, Mr. Broadhead predicts, they will have to offer access to content such as newspapers and magazines and become more interactive, like mobile devices.

And while he believes e-books will only continue to grow, it is tough to guess the winning platform at this point, particularly given that many people prefer to have a mobile device that combines the capabilities of a phone, music player, camera and Web browser.

"What we don't want to see is the equivalent of the modern-day living room where you have six remote controls," he said. "It seems inevitable to me that people will show a preference for an all-in-one, a [merged] universal electronic platform that allows you to do everything in one place." 

