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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 0705/2009 by S.R.  (British), on irregularities in connection with the 
implementation of the EU-funded SIALON project in Greece

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner used to work in Greece for an NGO involved in the implementation of the 
SIALON project to collect information on the epidemiological monitoring of sexually 
transmissible diseases (HIV/AIDS and syphilis) among men who have sex with men, which is 
funded by the Community under the EU action programme for public health. Accordingly, it 
is the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control which is responsible for 
monitoring, collecting and publishing findings. The petitioner claims that the relevant 
information in Greece has been collected in an inadmissible fashion, as this is being done by 
persons with no medical training, and that there are insufficient safeguards as to compliance 
with the principle of confidentiality. The petitioner also points out that the NGO's governing 
body and its chairman have made improper use of the EU funds earmarked for the project. 
The complaints and protests by the petitioner to those in authority cost him his job, and he has 
therefore brought a case for wrongful dismissal before the labour tribunal in Athens. 
Consequently, he is appealing to the European Parliament to take the necessary steps to verify 
to what extent there has been improper use of funds and whether the EU's principles 
concerning protection of personal data, which, in this instance, are particularly sensitive, are 
being complied with in full.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 30 September 2009. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).
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3. Commission reply, received on 17 December 2009.

The petitioner, a British national living in Greece, was employed by "Act up Hellas", an NGO 
in the area of HIV/AIDS. The NGO was subcontracted by the Hellenic Centre for Disease 
Control and Prevention to collect samples of oral fluid in the framework of "SIALON", a 
project co-funded by the second programme of Community action in the field of health (2008-
2013). The Hellenic Centre for Disease Control and Prevention is an associated partner in the 
"SIALON" project, which seeks to obtain reliable and valid information on HIV and Syphilis 
prevalence among men having sex with men in countries of Southern and Eastern Europe 
through analysing blood and oral fluid samples. The petitioner was paid by "Act up Hellas" to 
collect oral fluid samples at venues frequented by homosexual men.

The petitioner claims that the project used non-medical personnel to collect samples used for 
gathering the data. He believes that this compromised the confidentiality of the information 
and led to errors when interpreting the data. He also claims that the Greek NGO "Act-up 
Hellas" has misused EU-funds.

The protocol of the "SIALON" project has been approved by the Ethics committee in each 
participating country. According to the protocol, the data is collected and used in total 
anonymity. A bar code attached to the sample and to a card given to the donor when the 
sample is taken is the only link between the samples and the donors. The donors can obtain 
the results of the tests using the bar code. All donors are given a patient information form 
explaining the procedure. All donors sign a consent form allowing their sample to be used. No 
genetic analyses are carried out on the samples, which will be destroyed after all publications 
have been completed.

Qualified medical personnel took blood and saliva samples from a control group in a clinical 
setting from subjects enrolled in the study. The collection of oral fluid does not require 
medical staff, so saliva samples were obtained from the target population at venues frequented 
by homosexual men by collectors recruited from gay associations. The collectors were given 
the necessary equipment1 for doing this, and special procedures were defined to avoid any 
contact with biological fluid. The Laboratory facility of Verona University was solely 
responsible for performing tests on the oral fluid samples after receiving them from project 
partners.

With regard to the misuse of funds, the costs claimed by the SIALON project are in line with 
the financial annexes of the contract, which are based on the Financial Regulation2 and its 
implementing rules3.

The Commission finds that the data collection methods which guarantee anonymity did not 
compromise confidentiality or safety with regard to the donors of the samples.

                                               
1 Samples were taken by using the "Oracol" device. This consists of a polystyrene foam 
swab attached to a plastic stick which is rubbed against the teeth and gums for about 1 minute.
2 http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:248:0001:0048:EN:PDF
3 http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:357:0001:0071:EN:PDF
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On the basis of the evidence currently available, the Commission does not find any proof that 
the SIALON project has misused EU funds.

4. Commission reply, received on 9 December 2010.

The petitioner makes the following allegations concerning the organisations involved and the 
funding received by them: 

– The reliability of "Act up Hellas" is questionable.
– There is a conflict of interest with the use of "Act up Hellas" in the framework of the 

project.
– There are problems with regard to the financial management of "Act up Hellas" and other 

aspect of its involvement in the SIALON project.
– There were no ethical protocols allowing the collection and processing of sensitive data in 

Greece in the framework of the SIALON project.
– The samples collected in the framework of the project were not stored properly.
– Two staff members of HCDCP have falsely claimed to be medical doctors.
–
"Act up Hellas" had no contractual relationship with the SIALON project. The Greek partner 
with a contractual relationship with the project was HCDCP. The question of the reliability of 
the NGO and that of the possible conflict of interest of two staff members of HCDCP who are 
also members of the Board of Directors of "Act up Hellas" falls under national competence. 

With regard to the misuse of funds, the costs claimed by the SIALON project, including those 
incurred by the Greek partner HCDCP, are in line with the financial annexes of the contract, 
which are based on the Financial Regulation1 and its implementing rules2. Furthermore, 
HCDCP withdrew from the SIALON project because of non-fulfilment of its tasks. Therefore 
only the substantiated costs for the actual tasks carried out in the SIALON project can be 
considered as eligible costs payable to HCDCP from the EU co-funding awarded to the 
project. The total eligible costs of the HCDCP are currently under assessment by the 
Executive Agency for Health and Consumers. The issue relating to funds received from the 
Hellenic Aid grant falls under national competence.

An Ethical Approval of 23/9/2008 signed by the Chairman of the Ethical Committee of the 
HCDCP confirms that the Committee had reviewed the protocols for the SIALON project and 
found that they conformed to "the ethical criteria and principles necessary for research 
involving living human participants and the collection and/or study of data derived from 
human subjects".

The storage of the samples was the responsibility of the data collectors and the project partner 
HCDCP. As mentioned above, HCDCP had to withdraw from SIALON because it could not 
carry out its tasks in the project (collection of the samples).

                                               
1 http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:248:0001:0048:EN:PDF
2 http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:357:0001:0071:EN:PDF
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The issue of the professional qualifications of the staff members of HCDCP falls under 
national competence.

Conclusions

The Commission has not found any proof that the HCDCP has misused EU funds in the 
context of the SIALON project. The final report submitted by the SIALON project is 
currently under assessment by The Executive Agency for Health and Consumers.

The Commission finds that the necessary ethical approval was in place for the participation of 
HCDCP in SIALON.

The other issues raised in the petition fall under national competence.


