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reimbursement of prepaid travel services, including during COVID-19 
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1. Summary of petition

The petitioner calls for European legislation that would make travel companies reimburse the 
consumers money instead of vouchers when the ticket/travel is cancelled due to COVID-19. He 
claims that vouchers deprive the consumers of cash which they badly to be able to cover living 
expenses during the pandemic. He further suggests to expand the relevant Union provisions to 
provide for a mandatory mechanism (eg. guarantee facility) ensuring that payments made by a 
consumer for travel or transport services are secured in the event of insolvency and are 
automatically reimbursed. He also proposes to establish a mandatory dispute settlement, free of 
charge for the consumer, to deal with exceptional cases. 

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 27 May 2020. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
227 (6).

3. Commission reply, received on 14 September 2020

The Commission’s observations 

As regards the petitioner’s concerns that many transport and travel service providers issue 
vouchers instead of reimbursement in money for cancelled trips in relation to COVID-19, the 
Commission refers to the measures it has taken in this area. In this context, on 13 May 2020, 
the Commission adopted, as part of the Tourism Package, Recommendation (EU) 2020/648 on 
vouchers offered to passengers and travellers as an alternative to reimbursement for cancelled 
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package travel and transport services in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic1. For more 
detailed information, the Commission refers to its observations provided in relation to petitions 
0335/2020 and 0519/2020.

As regards the petitioner’s suggestion to establish a mandatory mechanism that would 
guarantee the reimbursement of all payments made by a consumer for travel or transport 
services if those services are not, or not fully, performed, the Commission refers to the 
comprehensive Union legislative framework for passenger and traveller rights. 

Under the Union passenger rights regulations2, reimbursement of the full cost of the ticket is 
due seven days following the passenger’s request in the cases of air, sea and inland waterways 
transport, 14 days after the offer has been made or the request has been received for bus and 
coach transport and one month after the request of the passenger in the case of rail transport. 
Under the applicable rules, the reimbursement can be made in money or in form of a voucher. 
However, reimbursement by means of a voucher is only possible if the passenger agrees. This 
has also been clarified through the Commission’s Interpretative Guidelines on EU passenger 
rights regulations in the context of the developing situation with COVID-19 3.

Under the Package Travel Directive4, if a package trip is cancelled due to “unavoidable and 
extraordinary circumstances”, travellers have the right to get a full refund of any payments 
made for the package, without undue delay and in any event within 14 days after termination 
of the contract. In this context, the organiser may offer the traveller reimbursement in the form 
of a voucher. However, this possibility does not deprive the travellers of their right to 
reimbursement in money. 

In addition, the Package Travel Directive requires organisers to provide security which covers 
repatriation and reimbursement if travel services are not performed due to the organiser’s 
insolvency. 

As regards the petitioner’s suggestion to make alternative dispute settlement procedures 
mandatory, the Commission refers to its report of 25 September 20195 on the application of 
Directive 2013/11/EU6 on alternative dispute resolution for consumer disputes (ADR) and 
Regulation (EU) No 524/20137 on online dispute resolution for consumer disputes (ODR). The 
ADR Directive pursues a minimum harmonisation approach. It does not prescribe a specific 
type of ADR procedure or regulate the question of whether participation in the procedure is 
voluntary or mandatory or whether the procedure’s outcome is binding or not. Given the 

1 Commission Recommendation (EU) 2020/648 of 13 May 2020 on vouchers offered to passengers and travellers 
as an alternative to reimbursement for cancelled package travel and transport services in the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic, OJ L 151, 14.5.2020, p. 10–16.
2 https://europa.eu/youreurope/citizens/travel/passenger-rights/index_en.htm
3 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/legislation/c20201830.pdf 
4 Directive (EU) 2015/2302 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 November 2015 on package 
travel and linked travel arrangements, amending Regulation (EC) No 2006/2004 and Directive 2011/83/EU of the 
European Parliament and of the Council and repealing Council Directive 90/314/EEC, OJ L 326, 11.12.2015, p. 
1–33.
5 COM(2019) 425 final.
6 Directive 2013/11/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 21 May 2013 on alternative dispute 
resolution for consumer disputes and amending Regulation (EC) No 2006/2004 and Directive 2009/22/EC 
(Directive on consumer ADR), OJ L 165, 18.6.2013, p. 63–79.
7 Regulation (EU) No 524/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 21 May 2013 on online dispute 
resolution for consumer disputes and amending Regulation (EC) No 2006/2004 and Directive 2009/22/EC 
(Regulation on consumer ODR), OJ L 165, 18.6.2013, p. 1–12.

https://europa.eu/youreurope/citizens/travel/passenger-rights/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/legislation/c20201830.pdf
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Directive’s minimum harmonisation approach, Member States enjoy a considerable degree of 
flexibility in designing their national ADR landscapes, as long as the national schemes are 
effective, cover all relevant markets (which is currently the case for the travel sector) and are 
in line with the Directive’s quality requirements. Furthermore, such procedures should be 
available free of charge or at a nominal fee for the consumer. 

Information available to the Commission, as described in the above-mentioned report of 25 
September 2019, show that the existing schemes are meeting these requirements. The various 
ADR systems implemented across the Union have advantages and disadvantages and it cannot 
be concluded that compulsory systems are more effective. Legally, in order to ensure full access 
to the judicial systems, even if an alternative dispute resolution procedure is compulsory, the 
decision will not necessarily end the dispute, as the parties should have a possibility to appeal 
the ADR solution. In countries that have introduced compulsory consumer arbitration (e.g. in 
Portugal), there was a significant proportion of disagreements with the ADR solutions, leaving 
the consumer with the choice to carry on the case in a civil court (with all the possible associated 
litigation costs) or renounce their claim. Therefore, the current crisis situation, which is clearly 
exceptional, does not lead the Commission to envisage amending the ADR/ODR legislation as 
it currently stands.

Conclusion

During the COVID-19 crisis, the Commission took measures to preserve passenger and 
travellers rights. The Commission takes note of the mid- or long-term proposals made by the 
petitioner to further strengthen consumer protection in the travel and transport sectors. The 
Commission stresses that thanks to the existing regulatory framework, the European Union is 
the only area in the world where citizens are protected by a full set of passenger or traveller 
rights, whether they travel by air, rail, bus and coach or ship, or buy package travel. The 
Commission currently does not envisage proposing that all reimbursement claims for transport 
or travel services that are not, or not fully, performed should be guaranteed through a specific 
security mechanism. The Commission does not envisage making alternative dispute settlement 
procedures for transport or travel service providers mandatory. All these questions will, 
however, continue to be monitored and may be reconsidered in the future. The Commission is 
currently preparing a new consumer policy strategy: a New Consumer Agenda and will consider 
the feedback received to the ongoing open public consultation8. It is also performing an 
evaluation of three of the Regulations dealing with passenger rights9 with a view to 
strengthening the existing framework in the medium term.

8 https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12464-A-New-
Consumer-Agenda
9 Namely Regulation (EC) No 1107/2006 concerning the rights of disabled persons and persons 
with reduced mobility when travelling by air; Regulation (EU) No 1177/2020 concerning the 
rights of passengers when travelling by sea and inland waterway; and Regulation (EU) No 
181/2011 concerning the rights of passengers in bus and coach transport, OJ L 204, 26.7.2006, 
p. 1–9.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12464-A-New-Consumer-Agenda
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12464-A-New-Consumer-Agenda

