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Wikimedia 
Commons

Everyone can add content (audio, 
video, photo, graphics etc.)

Anyone can reuse media published 
on Commons, as long as it respects 
the licence chosen by the author

A collection of 104 574 115 
freely usable media files to 

which anyone can contribute



IP on Wikimedia 
Commons

…

It’s complicated



Topics addressed
● What is copyright ?
● Duration of copyright
● The threshold of originality
● Creative Commons licences
● Licences accepted on Commons
● Freedom of Panorama
● De minimis
● Photo of people
● Watermarks
● Reviews by the community
● The Volunteer Response Team



1. Every creative 
works produced is 
covered by copyright

Every works, including 
buildings, sculpture, artworks 
and photographs are 
automatically protected by 
copyright and only a minimal 
degree of creativity is 
required. 

Wilfredor CC-BY-SA 4.0





Which “rights” are covered ?
Economic  rights

● reproduction of the work in various forms, 
such as sound recordings;

● distribution of copies of the work;
● public performance of the work;
● broadcasting or other communication of 

the work to the public;
● translation of the work into other 

languages; 
● adaptation of the work, such as turning a 

novel into a screenplay.

Moral rights

1. the right to claim authorship of a work 
(sometimes called the right of paternity 
or the right of attribution); and

2. the right to object to any distortion or 
modification of a work, or other 
derogatory action in relation to a work, 
which would be prejudicial to the 
author's honour or reputation 
(sometimes called the right of integrity)

3. sometimes more…



source : https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Des_Mains_qui_Parlent_08.jpg

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Des_Mains_qui_Parlent_08.jpg


source : https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Des_Mains_qui_Parlent_08.jpg

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Des_Mains_qui_Parlent_08.jpg


> the author added more info about himself



2. Duration of copyright is variable depending on the country

Copyright expires! Works whose copyright expired become public domain (in most countries)

The duration of copyright varies from country-to-country but broadly speaking and for recent decades, it’s rarely less 
than 70 years after the death of the author or creator. Access copyrights rules by territory. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:Copyright_rules_by_territory


3. Creative Commons licences 
facilitate use, redistribution, remixing 
of content protected by copyright

If you are creating materials, and you want to 
share with others, you have options!

By selecting an explicit license in advance, 
you inform the public what use of your works 
are acceptable. 





4. Only specific licences (and 
file formats) are accepted on 

Wikimedia Commons

Creative Commons operates 
several licenses but only three (3) 
of these licenses are accepted on 
Commons. 

They are 
CC-BY, 
CC-BY-SA, and 
CC0



Creative Commons 
Attribution

(CC-BY)

Use it however you 
want, but attribute my 
work to me



Creative Commons 
Attribution
(CC-BY-SA)

Use it however you 
want, but attribute my 
work to me, and if you 
must modify my work, 
share your new version 
under the same license



Creative Commons 
Attribution

(CC0)

Use it however you 
want, just like the 
public domain



source : https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Des_Mains_qui_Parlent_08.jpg

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Des_Mains_qui_Parlent_08.jpg


5. Threshold of originality helps 
decide whether an image is 

copyrightable or not
Ets-Hokin v Skyy 
Spirits Inc.: Photo is 
eligible for copyright 
protection, but not 
the bottle in the 
USA

The threshold of originality is used in 
copyright law to assess whether or not a 
particular work, or a portion of it, can be 
copyrighted. It is used to distinguish 
works that are sufficiently original to 
warrant copyright protection from those 
that are not.

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Ets-Hokin_v._Skyy_Spirits_Inc.
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Ets-Hokin_v._Skyy_Spirits_Inc.


Simple logos and design 
are OK to upload to 
Commons, because they 
are below the threshold 
of originality

The logo of Chicago Union Station is not 
considered a "work of authorship" because 
it only consists of text in a simple typeface, 
so it is not an object of copyright in respect 
to US law. However, this logo is still 
protected by trademark laws.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chicago_Union_Station
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:Non-copyright_restrictions#Trademark_law


Threshold differ per 
country…



Threshold of originality world map - 2021. PD



6. Freedom of 
panorama

In most countries, all paintings, sculpture, 

architecture, text, and other creative works 

have copyrights which last for 70 years after the 

death of the creator. An image of a work that is 

still under copyright is a derivative work, and 

infringes on the copyright so that we cannot 

usually keep the image on Commons.

In some countries, there is a special 

exception to the copyright law which allows 

such images under certain circumstances.

We call that exception freedom of panorama 

(FOP). 

Unfortunately there is no applicable FOP 

exception in  some (many) African countries

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:DW
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:FOP
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:FOP


Freedom of panorama, 
or lack thereof, 

limits uploads to Commons

Benin Republic, Bostwana, Burkinafaso, Cameroon, Cape Verde, 
Central African Republic, Comoros, Democratic Republic of the 

Congo,  Republic of the Congo, Djibout, Equatorial Guinee, Eritria, 
Ethopia, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Liberia, Libya, 
Madagaska, Malawi, Mali, Mauritius, Mozambic, Namibia, Niger, 
Rwanda, Senegal, Sao Tome Principe, Seycheles, Sierra Leone, 

South Africa, Sudan, Togo, Zambia.

Therefore, you may not take photograph 
of copyrighted works on public display 
without a written permission from the 

creator of those works or a clear 
evidence that the copyright has expired.

Works on permanent public display in the 
above-listed countries may not be free (no 
applicable freedom of panorama 
exception in these countries).



7. De minimis

De minimis is a concept in copyright used to describe 
the minimal or trivial use of copyrighted works in 
such a way that permission or consent of the 
copyright holders is not required

minimis non curat lex
("The law does not concern itself with trifles").



De minimis

David Lytle CC-BY-SA 2.0

This photograph is 
acceptable as the 
copyrighted images 
appearing on the 
screens are de 
minimis



De minimis

This photograph is 
not a copyright 
violation since its 
focus is not the 
Louvre pyramid but 
the entire plaza



Freedom of 
panorama 
vs 
De minimis

In countries where there is no applicable 
freedom of panorama, if the copyrighted 
object (building, sculpture, artwork etc) is 
incidental to your image, the principle of De 
minimis may apply and as such, the image 
could be uploaded on Commons

Burj Khalifa 

(UAE allows the 
freedom of 
panoramas only 
when used in 
broadcast programs.) 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Template:NoFoP-UAE
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Template:NoFoP-UAE
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Template:NoFoP-UAE
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Template:NoFoP-UAE
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Template:NoFoP-UAE


8. Photos of people : legal 
rights of the subjects 

constitute non-copyright 
restrictions

Contents on Wikimedia Commons are free 
for use, modification, and redistributions 
under its specific license but some files may 
be subject to additional legal restrictions 
when they are used in particular 
circumstances or in particular ways.

These limitations may arise from laws 
related to trademarks, patents, personality 
rights, political censorship, or any of many 
other legal causes which are entirely 
independent from the copyright status of 
the work.

Access to Deletion policy

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Trademark
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Patent
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Personality_rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Personality_rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Political_censorship
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:Deletion_policy


Example of a 
Non-Copyright 
Restriction:

Trademarks

This logo of Chicago Union Station is not considered a 
"work of authorship" because it only consists of text in a 
simple typeface, so it is not an object of copyright in 
respect to US law. However, this logo is still protected by 
trademark laws.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chicago_Union_Station
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:Non-copyright_restrictions#Trademark_law


Another example of 
Non-Copyright 
Restrictions:

Personality rights

Every person(s) have a right to publicity, the right to 
control the commercial use of their identity, name, image 
etc. 

Creative Commons licence(s) are irrevocable but a 
subject of an image still reserve the right to request that 
their image be deleted from Commons and any other 
website if they believe that the use of such image violates 
their personality rights (even though the image is 
protected by copyright)



9. Use of watermarks on 
Commons is limited



source : https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Des_Mains_qui_Parlent_08.jpg

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Des_Mains_qui_Parlent_08.jpg


10. The Commons 
community is actively 

reviewing the copyright 
situation of images 

uploaded

to be sure that only contents 
that are compatible with 
Commons licenses are uploaded

and many other rules (not 
discussed today)



Reviewing the 
copyright situation of 
images uploaded

In most cases, images that violates copyright are 
* either nominated for deletion to allow some 
time for discussion 
* or speedily deleted.

When this happen, politely explain why you think 
the image is free for upload to Commons. 

If they are uploaded as part of the Wiki Loves 
Africa contest, notify the organisers, they would 
be happy to help review the situation and advise 
you accordingly.

Remember to look at your notifications :)



11. Permissions or confirmations of authorship may be confirmed by email

The Volunteer Response Team (VRT) manages recording system to file permissions,
release of rights, confirmation of authorship, or to file a complaint.

Process and email templates:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:Email_templates 

Permission generator : VRT release generator

email: permissions-commons@wikimedia.org

Detailed video : When and how to contact VRTS (formely known as OTRS)

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:Email_templates
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:Wikimedia_VRT_release_generator
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:When_and_how_to_contact_OTRS_(video_tutorial)


12. Proper attribution of images 
published under Creative Commons 
licenses

The TASL method

(Title, Author, Source, Licence)

For English speakers : 
https://wiki.creativecommons.org/wiki/best_practices_for_attribution

Pour les francophones : 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CC_CF2_Attribution_Poster_FR.pd
f

Title      Author     Source       License

Young girls in Busua. Photo by Adam Jones. Source : Flickr. 
Published under license CC BY 2.0

https://wiki.creativecommons.org/wiki/best_practices_for_attribution
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CC_CF2_Attribution_Poster_FR.pdf
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CC_CF2_Attribution_Poster_FR.pdf

