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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 1159/2008, by Udo Nietz (German), on an EU-backed policy on 
integration of people aged over 50 into the work force

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner is receiving social security benefits (ALG II) and participating in a project to 
assess the scope for him to become self-employed (Startbahn Existenzgründung). This project 
takes place in various stages, some of which the participants have to pay for. According to the 
petitioner, it is possible in a neighbouring district to use 'study vouchers' to pay for course 
modules, but in his district this is not possible, and participants in courses have to pay some € 
450 in order to complete their course. The petitioner wonders how it is possible for 
participants in an EU-backed project to be treated differently as regards reimbursement of 
costs, and he calls for uniform rules for such projects in future.    

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 6 February 2009. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
192(4).

3. Commission reply, received on 19 June 2009.

The petition

The petitioner is receiving social security benefits (ALG II) and participated in an ESF 
training course to start-up business in the district of Pinneberg (Schleswig-Holstein). The 
training consisted of six different modules, four of which were free of charge, but for module 
four and module six a fee of 450 EUR had to be paid. 
The petitioner found out that in the neighbouring district Segeberg for the same ESF-training 
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courses so called "study vouchers" (Bildungsgutscheine) were given out. Consequently the 
complete set of training modules for the participants in the district Segeberg was free of 
charge.
In addition the petitioner claims the high amount of extra travel expenses he had to pay as the 
courses did not take place at his place of residence. These travel expenses are considered as an 
extra burden for a recipient of social security benefits (ALG II).

Observations by the Commission

The funds of the European Social Fund (ESF) are managed by shared management. The 
Member States are fully responsible for the actual implementation of the programme and the 
projects. Therefore the Commission has no detailed information on individual projects. In 
order to clarify the questions of the petitioner the Commission contacted the managing 
authority of the ESF-programme in Schleswig-Holstein.

Following the information received from the managing authority the project promoter in 
Pinneberg had used the so called "training vouchers" (Bildungsgutscheine) from the start of 
the project as national co-financing. This was at that time agreed by the ARGE 
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft) Pinneberg as an ex gratia payment. Due to the budgetary situation this 
procedure was stopped at the end of 2007. The decision as to whether training vouchers 
(Bildungsgutscheine) are granted or not is solely taken by the ARGEN 
(Arbeitsgemeinschaften) and can therefore vary from one ARGE to another according to the 
budgetary situation. The state of  Schleswig-Holstein has no influence on this.

During the training course the funding praxis of the ARGE Pinneberg changed without any 
further notice. The petitioner was therefore charged by the project promoter for certain 
modules. In addition most of the other participants of the training course were recipients of 
unemployment benefits (ALG I) which are higher than the ALG II benefits, or they belonged 
to another ARGE which kept the system of the training vouchers (Bildungsgutscheine).

The same is applicable for the travel cost: each ARGE decides for itself if travel cost is 
reimbursed or not. 

The project promoter has now decided to take care that such incidents will not occur again. 
The participation fees for modules four and six will be reimbursed to the petitioner.

The managing authority also confirmed that in their opinion there is an unequal treatment of 
participants of ESF-funded projects with regard to travel expenses. It will get in contact with 
the ARGEN and ask them to pay travel expenses for participants of start-up-camps 
(Gründungscamps).

Conclusion

Following the assessment of the detailed information from the managing authority and the 
readiness of the project promoter to reimburse the additional participation fee to the 
petitioner, the European Commission comes to the conclusion that this incident can be 
considered as settled. The managing authority will keep an eye on this case and inform the 
Commission once the payment has been done. 
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