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Pomoc państwa SA.34402 (2015/C) (ex 2012/NN)

Finansowanie ze środków państwowych rozwiązań w zakresie oprogramowania dla uczelni 
wyższych (HIS)

Zaproszenie do zgłaszania uwag zgodnie z art. 108 ust. 2 Traktatu o funkcjonowaniu Unii 
Europejskiej

(Tekst mający znaczenie dla EOG)

(2016/C 085/03)

Pismem z dnia 23 grudnia 2015 r., zamieszczonym w autentycznej wersji językowej na stronach 
następujących po niniejszym streszczeniu, Komisja powiadomiła Niemcy o swojej decyzji w sprawie 
wszczęcia postępowania określonego w art. 108 ust. 2 Traktatu o funkcjonowaniu Unii Europejskiej 
dotyczącego wyżej wspomnianego środka pomocy.

Zainteresowane strony mogą zgłaszać uwagi na temat pomocy lub środka w terminie jednego miesiąca od 
daty publikacji niniejszego streszczenia i następującego po nim pisma na następujący adres lub numer faksu:

European Commission
Directorate-General for Competition
State Aid Greffe
1049 Bruxelles/Brussel
BELGIQUE/BELGIË
Faks: + 32 2 296 12 42
Stateaidgreffe@ec.europa.eu

Otrzymane uwagi zostaną przekazane władzom Niemiec. Zainteresowane strony zgłaszające uwagi mogą 
wystąpić z odpowiednio uzasadnionym pisemnym wnioskiem o objęcie ich tożsamości klauzulą poufności.

STRESZCZENIE

PROCEDURA

Do Komisji wpłynęła skarga złożona przez Datenlotsen Informationssysteme GmbH w sprawie korzystania przez 
przedsiębiorstwo publiczne Hochschul-Informations-System GmbH (HIS, obecnie HIS eG) z korzyści podatkowych 
i (corocznego) finansowania przez państwo od prawie 40 lat. Zdaniem skarżącego stanowi to niezgodną z prawem pomoc 
państwa na rzecz HIS i tym samym naruszenie reguł konkurencji UE. Władze Niemiec przekazały swoje uwagi dotyczące 
skargi, twierdząc, że korzyści podatkowe i coroczne finansowanie przez państwo nie stanowią pomocy państwa bądź 
ewentualnie stanowią one istniejącą pomoc, która ustała z chwilą przekształcenia HIS GmbH w spółdzielnię HIS eG.
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OPIS ŚRODKA

Od 1976 r. HIS jest w 100 % przedsiębiorstwem sektora publicznego (na początku właścicielem były Niemcy i kraje 
związkowe Niemiec, a następnie wyłącznie kraje związkowe). Od początku do dnia 31 grudnia 2013 r. HIS korzystało 
z finansowania przez państwo (finansowanie deficytu). Do tej pory korzysta również ze zwolnień z podatku od działalności 
gospodarczej i podatku od osób prawnych. Jego celem statutowym jest wspieranie uczelni wyższych i ich administracji, by 
zapewnić im skuteczne i ekonomicznie opłacalne wykonywanie swoich zadań poprzez m.in. opracowanie procedur 
zmierzających do zoptymalizowania administracji uczelni i wspieranie ich we wdrażaniu tych procedur. HIS zaczęło 
tworzyć rozwiązania informatyczne i świadczyć usługi informatyczne na rzecz uczelni rzekomo w momencie, gdy 
technologia ta stanowiła nowość i nie było innych dostawców podobnych rozwiązań i usług.

Władze Niemiec twierdzą, że korzyści podatkowe i finansowanie przez państwo do dnia 31 grudnia 2013 r. nie stanowią 
pomocy państwa w rozumieniu art. 107 ust. 1 TFUE. HIS nie byłoby „przedsiębiorstwem”, lecz raczej częścią 
„wewnętrznego podmiotu publicznego” działającego w obszarze edukacji, a jego działalność miałaby głównie charakter 
niegospodarczy. Ponadto HIS nie odnosiłoby korzyści w rozumieniu art. 107 ust. 1 TFUE, gdyż beneficjentem takiej 
korzyści są całkowicie Niemcy (za pośrednictwem uczelni państwowych). Ponadto władze Niemiec uważają, że 
z ekonomicznego punktu widzenia racjonalnym posunięciem było połączenie wszystkich operacji informatycznych 
realizowanych na rzecz uczelni państwowych w ramach jednego podmiotu. Władze Niemiec argumentują również, że 
coroczne finansowanie przez państwo dotyczy usługi świadczonej w ogólnym interesie gospodarczym w rozumieniu 
art. 106 ust. 2 TFUE. Ponadto dnia 31 grudnia 2013 r. zniesiono bezpośrednie finansowanie przez państwo.

Skarżący uważa natomiast, że finansowanie przez państwo i zwolnienia z podatku, z których HIS korzystało do dnia 
31 grudnia 2013 r., stanowią niezgodną z prawem pomoc państwa; usługi świadczone przez HIS mogły być dostarczane 
przez innych uczestników rynku co najmniej od lat 90. Ponadto skarżący uważa, że spółdzielnia HIS eG nadal odnosi 
korzyści ze skutków pomocy przyznanej w przeszłości.

OCENA ŚRODKA

Po dokonaniu wstępnej oceny Komisja wyraża wątpliwości, czy finansowanie przez państwo, którego HIS było 
beneficjentem do dnia 31 grudnia 2013 r., stanowi pomoc w rozumieniu art. 107 ust. 1 TFUE i, o ile finansowanie to 
uznane zostanie za pomoc, czy kwalifikuje się ono jako pomoc istniejąca czy nowa.

Jeśli chodzi o istnienie pomocy państwa, zdaniem Komisji fakt, że HIS jest częścią wewnętrznej struktury, nie dyskwalifikuje 
HIS jako przedsiębiorstwa w rozumieniu art. 107 ust. 1 TFUE. Działalność HIS mogłaby mieć charakter niegospodarczy, 
gdyby wykazano, że dostarczanie oprogramowania miało bezpośredni związek z wywiązywaniem się z zadań publicznych 
powierzanych uczelniom wyższym i organizacjom naukowym i było konieczne, by z tych zadań się wywiązać.

Ponadto po wstępnej ocenie Komisja ma również wątpliwości, czy finansowanie przez państwo, z którego korzystało HIS, 
zostało w całości zwrócone państwu (za pośrednictwem uczelni wyższych), i czy finansowanie (deficytu) HIS przez 
państwo federalne i kraje związkowe jest zgodne z zasadami rynkowymi (test prywatnego inwestora) i tym samym, czy nie 
stanowi pomocy państwa. Ze wstępnej oceny Komisji wynika w szczególności, że jeśli HIS kwalifikuje się jako 
przedsiębiorstwo, nie można wykluczyć selektywnej korzyści gospodarczej czerpanej przez HIS i w rezultacie rozważane 
środki mogą stanowić pomoc państwa. Po wstępnej ocenie Komisja wątpi również, czy spełnione są warunki usługi 
świadczonej w ogólnym interesie gospodarczym.

Jeśli stwierdzi się istnienie pomocy, należy ocenić, czy pomoc tę można uznać za istniejącą bądź nową. Z bieżących 
informacji przekazanych przez władze Niemiec i skarżącego wynika, że rynek zbytu odnośnego oprogramowania dla 
uczelni (systemów zarządzania uczelniami) powstał dopiero w latach 90. Jeśli informacje dotyczące chronologii 
(i odnośnego rynku) się potwierdzą, HIS mógł korzystać z pomocy państwa, dopiero począwszy od lat 90. Komisja nie 
może jednak z pełnym przekonaniem stwierdzić, czy pomoc może kwalifikować się jako istniejąca czy nowa pomoc, gdyż 
uzyskane informacje na temat istnienia tego rynku są niespójne. W szczególności nie jest jasne na obecnym etapie, czy 
pojawienie się omawianego rynku można by uznać za ewolucję rynku wewnętrznego w rozumieniu art. 1 lit. b) ppkt 
(v) rozporządzenia proceduralnego i czy finansowanie przez państwo na korzyść HIS w ramach systemu pomocy nie 
podlegało istotnym zmianom z upływem czasu.
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Gdyby finansowanie przez państwo zostało uznane za nową pomoc, najprawdopodobniej finansowanie publiczne 
zakłócałoby konkurencję lub co najmniej groziłoby takim zakłóceniem. Nie można także wykluczyć oddziaływania na 
wymianę handlową między państwami członkowskimi. W związku z powyższym na obecnym etapie i na podstawie 
wyników wstępnej oceny Komisja nie może wykluczyć, że omawiany środek, którego nie zgłoszono Komisji w celu 
uzyskania jej uprzedniej zgody, stanowi pomoc państwa w rozumieniu art. 107 ust. 1 TFUE, którą można uznać za 
niezgodną z zasadami rynku wewnętrznego.

Jeśli chodzi o strukturę spółdzielni (HIS eG), nie wchodzi ona w zakres obecnie toczącego się dochodzenia, lecz będzie 
przedmiotem oddzielnej decyzji, którą Komisja podejmie na późniejszym etapie.

Zgodnie z art. 16 rozporządzenia Rady (UE) 2015/1589 wszelka niezgodna z prawem pomoc może podlegać odzyskaniu 
od beneficjenta.
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TEKST PISMA

«The Commission wishes to inform Germany that, having examined the information supplied by your authorities 
concerning the State support to the benefit of Hochschul-Informations-System GmbH (“HIS”), it has decided to initiate the 
procedure laid down in Article 108(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.

1. PROCEDURE

(1) On 15 March 2012, the Commission received a complaint from Datenlotsen Informationssysteme GmbH 
(“Datenlotsen” or “the complainant”) concerning alleged State aid of which the public undertaking Hochschul- 
Informations-System GmbH, now HIS eG, would have allegedly benefited for almost 40 years.

(2) Following a request for information of 23 March 2012, by which the complaint was forwarded to the German 
authorities, the German authorities submitted their reply on 25 May 2012. After several telephone and e-mail 
exchanges, the services of DG Competition met the German authorities and HIS on 25 October 2012. The German 
authorities provided further information, mainly on their plans to restructure HIS into a cooperative 
(“Genossenschaft”), on 12 December 2012, 18 January 2013 and 1 March 2013. The services of DG Competition 
met the German authorities and HIS on 7 March 2013. In reply to a request for information and further questions 
from the Commission of 2, 24 and 26 April 2013, the German authorities provided further information on 19 
April, 8 May, 5 July and 19 November 2013. On 22 January 2014 the German authorities replied to a request for 
information of 19 December 2013. An additional request for information was sent to the German authorities on 
3 July 2015, to which the reply was received on 28 August 2015.

(3) Further to its complaint of 15 March 2012, the complainant provided additional information on 13 December 2012 
and 17 January 2013. The services of DG Competition met the complainant on 23 January 2013, after which the 
latter provided further information on 15 and 28 February 2013. On 7 May 2013, the complainant provided 
additional information in reply to the submission of the German authorities of 19 April 2013. The complainant 
provided further information on 27 May, 28 June, 2 October, 20 November and 18 December 2013, and 13 and 21 
February and 20 May and 4 July 2014. On 24 March, 19 May, 26 May, 17 July, 25 August and 28 August 2015, 
further submission were made by the complainant. The Commission services met the complainant on 4 June 2015. 
On 25 August 2015 the complainant explicitly requested the Commission, pursuant to Article 265(2) TFEU, to open 
formal investigation procedure under Article 108(2) TFEU.

2. BACKGROUND INFORMATION

(4) HIS was founded in 1969 by the non-profit private foundation “Stiftung Volkswagenwerk” and was taken over by 
Germany and the German Länder in 1976. Between 1976 and 28 January 2014, it was continuously 100 % publicly 
owned, with one third of its capital being owned by the Federal Republic of Germany and two thirds by the 16 
German Länder (1).

(5) HIS was operating on a non-profit basis, although it was incorporated as a GmbH; a limited company governed by 
private law. Its funding acts were the consortium agreement (“Konsortialvertrag”), the contractual agreement between 
Bund and Länder defining the modalities of collaboration and obligations of the owners (2) and annexed to it, the 
Statute of HIS. Both date from 1977.

(6) As laid down in paragraph 2 of HIS’ Statute the object of its business (at least until 31 December 2013) was to 
support higher education establishments and the competent authorities in their efforts to achieve the rational and 
effective fulfilment of their higher educational role. HIS IT systems are used in more than 220 public and religious 
higher education establishments in Germany.

(7) Article 5 of the Konsortialvertrag States that the contractual parties (Bund and Länder) commit to jointly cover the 
resource needs of HIS according to Article 6 of the Statute: The funding shall cover the material needs of HIS, as far 
as no own revenues are generated, necessary to carry out its statutory tasks, based on the annual budget. The budget 
is drafted on the basis of the work plan designed by the board of trustees (“Kuratorium”). It is proposed by the 
management to the supervisory board, which presents it to the owners for approval in course of the general 
assembly.
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(1) Until the establishment of the cooperative on 28 January 2014.
(2) It was extended in 1992 to include the new Länder.



(8) Paragraph 12(1) of the Statute describes that HIS’ supervisory board is made up of ten members, seven of whom are 
appointed on a proposal from the Conference of Ministers of the Länder, two on a proposal from the Conference of 
Rectors of the higher education establishments, an association bringing together German universities and higher 
education establishments which are public or recognised by the State, and one on a proposal from the Federal 
authorities. Paragraph 15(1) of its Statute States that 19 of the 37 Kuratorium members are appointed by the 
Conference of Ministers of the Länder. As regards the volume of its activities, 5,14 % (3) of HIS’ turnover relates to 
activities on behalf of entities other than public higher education authorities.

(9) At the start, HIS provided its products and services to universities free of charge, but started charging from 1997 in 
order to limit the public funding for HIS with the general increasing IT demand of universities.

(10) As of 28 January 2014, HIS GmbH was altered into a cooperative (“Genossenschaft”, HIS eG). Since 1 January 2014 
HIS no longer receives the funding referred to in recital (7) above. HIS eG is financed by its members; all Länder 
(previously shareholders of HIS GmbH) are members (4) of HIS eG and the cooperative is open for membership to 
any public university/institution. When joining the cooperative, each member is obliged to pay-in at least one, with a 
possible maximum of ten, shares of 5 000 EUR each (5). Members also incur an annual membership fee (6) and 
universities belonging to the cooperative pay a fee/price for the services that HIS eG provides in addition to this. 
Only members can benefit from the services HIS eG provides, Reference to “HIS” in the following concern HIS 
GmbH exclusively.

(11) Datenlotsen is a German company active in the market of university IT systems since 1993. Datenlotsen counts over 
70 universities as its clients in Germany, Austria and Switzerland providing integrated IT software and support for 
campus management. Its flagship product is “CampusNet” in competition with HIS.

(12) According to Germany, since the mid-1970s HIS has provided software to universities for specific areas of university 
administration. Since the end of the 1980s it has been offering an integrated campus management solution (“HIS- 
GX”). In recent years, it developed a web-based integrated campus management system (“HISinOne”), which — 
according to the complainant — competes with similar integrated software solutions that are already available on the 
market (including CampusNet from Datenlotsen).

3. ALLEGATIONS MADE BY THE COMPLAINANT

(13) Datenlotsen considers that the yearly State funding that HIS received until the end of 2013 (see recital (7) above) 
constitutes incompatible State aid. According to the complainant, until 31 December 2013 this State funding 
allegedly enabled HIS to offer software to German and foreign public and private universities without charging a 
licence fee and to offer software support services below market price, which undercut competitors and in general 
inhibited the software market development in Germany. The services HIS offers compete with the complainant’s own 
commercial services and cannot, in the complainant’s view, be considered services of general economic interest 
(“SGEI”); the yearly State funding rather constitutes non-notified operating aid (in the amount of over EUR 9 million 
in 2011 only (7)) of which HIS benefited during for almost 40 years. The complainant also claims that the State 
support perpetuated an inefficient company unable to keep up with technological evolution and innovation and to 
provide the software (campus management system) needed by the universities. In addition, the complainant argues 
that the existing market structure (8) would at the same time prevent universities from acquiring other software on 
the market.
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(3) Figure from case C-15/13, Judgement of the Court of 8 May 2014 Technische Universität Hamburg, Hochschul Informations System 
GmbH against Datenlotsen Informationssysteme.

(4) See letter of HIS to all German public universities of 29.01.2014, submitted by the complainant on 13.02.2014, page 1.
(5) Statute of the cooperative, § 39.
(6) According to the Statute of HIS eG, the amount of the yearly fee is to be determined by the management and supervisory board, but 

cannot exceed 6 000 EUR per year.
(7) According to Germany, only EUR 3,29 million of this amount (37 % of the grant) concerns University-IT (which is the subject of the 

complaint). The other activities of HIS (not subject of the current decision) are university research (“Hochschulforschung”), i.e. research 
on higher education, and university development, (“Hochschulentwicklung”), i.e. support regarding construction/land use planning 
and regarding resources and projects planning in the field of organisational development.

(8) Through long term maintenance contracts related to existing software supplied by HIS as well as software development contracts 
relating to the product “HISinOne”, universities are allegedly bound to HIS.



(14) In addition, the complainant takes the view that tax exemptions applied to HIS should be regarded as incompatible 
State aid. In this regard, the complainant alleges two different tax exemptions: (i) exemption from corporation tax 
based on § 5 para. 1 Nr. 9 of the German Corporation Tax Act; and (ii) exemption from trade tax based on § 3 N. 6 
of the German Trade Tax Act (in connection with § § 51 et seq. of the German Taxation Regulation).

(15) According to the complainant, HIS carries out economic activities which consist in creating and providing software 
to German and foreign public and private universities, as well as offering software support services. The complainant 
therefore takes the view that these tax exemptions provide a total reduction of the amount of tax that should 
normally be borne by HIS. Therefore, the complainant argues that the tax exemptions constitute a selective 
advantage which consists in reducing HIS’ tax burden and which should be regarded as State aid contrary to EU law.

(16) Finally, the complainant also opposes the change of HIS into a cooperative, which allegedly would continue to entail 
State aid. In the complainant’s view the direct State funding has been replaced by indirect State funding through the 
universities, which need to pay more for the service under the cooperative than before and therefore receive 
additional funding from the budget of the regions to ensure their software needs are met. Additionally the 
complainant notes that the cooperative keeps operating on the basis of structures and products that were developed 
with illegal State aid. This non-recovered aid continues to give an illegal competitive advantage to HIS. The 
Commission is, at the time of this decision, in the process of examining the cooperative structure of HIS eG in order 
to determine whether it entails State aid and, if so, whether this aid could be considered compatible. Therefore, this 
part of the complaint is not covered by the present decision and will be subject to a separate decision by the 
Commission. At present, the Commission does not have sufficient information to take a first view on that part of the 
complaint.

4. POSITION OF THE GERMAN AUTHORITIES

(17) In their letter of 25 May 2012, the German authorities claim that HIS did not benefit of any State aid in the sense of 
Article 107 TFEU as the criteria of that article are not fulfilled. In particular, Germany considers that HIS cannot be 
deemed an undertaking in the sense of Article 107(1) TFEU but rather be part of “internal State/in-house 
organisation” (“staatlicher Binnenbereich”) in the field of education: for efficiency reasons, the Länder and Bund would 
have bundled, in HIS, (software supply) resources that should otherwise have been provided separately by each Land 
or each college. According to Germany, the federation/the regions should not be obliged to “outsource” the provision 
of such college software services. Germany also argues that the activities of HIS would mainly be of non-economic 
nature as its aim is in line with the State’s educational task, which includes providing colleges with human, financial 
and organizational resources. Thus HIS supplied its services for non-economic purposes. In this context, Germany 
refers to Commission decision No 343/2008 (9) and the Fenin case law (10). Moreover, HIS would not benefit from an 
advantage in the sense of Article 107(1) TFEU as this advantage was passed on entirely to the (State-owned) 
universities and therefore ultimately flew back to the State. HIS, as a pure intermediary, could thus not be a 
beneficiary of aid (11).

(18) In the alternative, the German authorities argue that the yearly State funding relates to an existing aid scheme or 
would be part of an SGEI in the sense of Article 106(2) TFEU. According to Germany, guaranteeing education and 
research (public tasks, which constitute a clear SGEI) needs practical implementation through the provision of 
software. Germany was thus obliged to provide this software to the universities and used HIS as a vehicle to do so. 
Germany considers that HIS’ Statutes and its work programme constitute a sufficient entrustment act and that the 
compensation of HIS follows from the combined reading of the work programme and the budget.
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(9) http://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_n343_2008.
(10) Judgement of the Court in case C-205/03 (appeal to case T-319/99).
(11) Germany refers to the (old) Community Framework for state aid for R & D&I (OJ C 323, 30.12.2006, page 1), point 3.1.2, 

according to which, if research organisation or other non-profit innovation intermediaries can prove that the totality of the state 
funding has been passed on to the final recipient and that there is no advantage granted to the intermediary, the intermediary 
organisation may not be recipient of state aid. However, in the Commission’s preliminary view, it is doubtful that HIS could qualify 
as an “innovation intermediary” in the sense of the Community Framework, in particular in light of the fact that the complainant 
claims that it not only supplies a software system similar to that of HIS, but that HIS’ software system (HISinOne) is moreover under 
development since well over 10 years and does not seem to be ahead of the market. (The current Framework for State aid for 
R & D&I is published in OJ C 198, 27.6.2014).

http://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_n343_2008


(19) At the same time Germany holds that the funding of HIS constitutes market conform behaviour and therefore does 
not constitute aid: HIS’ shareholders (Federation and Regions — since 2014 only the Regions) got a return for their 
funding, as they also fund the colleges, including their administration. Considering the State as a whole, the funding 
of the “subsidiary”, HIS, would thus advantageous to the group (as it benefits the public colleges and in this way the 
budget of the Regions). It would be a rational, market-conform, decision of the State to develop (through HIS) IT for 
all colleges, which the latter could then use at a low price.

(20) Germany also argues that, should the State support qualify as aid, it should be considered existing aid; In line with 
the Procedural Regulation’s definition for existing aid (12) there was no market for college software when HIS was 
founded in 1969 and when the Bund and the Länder took over its shares in 1976. Only in the 1990s private 
companies started supplying integrated college software (“Campus Management solutions”) (13). Therefore the 
German authorities argue that the State support became aid only upon emergence of a market.

(21) With regard to the exemptions from corporation tax and trade tax, the German authorities take the view that the tax 
exemptions are the outcome of the proper application of tax legislations. Pursuant to § 5 para. 1 Nr. 9 of the 
German Corporation Tax Act, non-profit undertakings are exempt from corporation tax inasmuch as they do not 
carry out an economic activity. Pursuant to § 3 N. 6 of the German Trade Tax Act in connection with § § 51 et seq. of 
the German Taxation Regulation, non-profit undertakings are exempt from trade tax inasmuch as they do not carry 
out an economic activity. Since HIS is a non-profit association which does not carry out economic activities, HIS is 
tax exempt. The German authorities explain that the same tax exemptions apply to any non-profit entity in Germany 
and refer to court jurisprudence (14) according to which a tax scheme which constitutes an advantage for the 
recipient, but which is justified by the character or structure of the system, does not fulfil the selectivity criteria.

5. ASSESSMENT

(22) According to Article 107(1) TFEU, “any aid granted by a Member State or through State resources in any form whatsoever 
which distorts or threatens to distort competition by favouring certain undertakings or the production of certain goods shall, in so 
far as it affects trade between Member States, be incompatible with the internal market”. It follows that in order for a measure 
to qualify as State aid, the following cumulative conditions have to be met: (i) the measure has to be granted out of 
State resources and be imputable to the State, (ii) it has to confer an economic advantage to an undertaking, (iii) the 
advantage has to be selective, and (iv) it has to distort or threaten to distort competition and has to be liable to affect 
trade between Member States.

5.1. Existence of State aid

5.1.1. State resources

(23) As regards the yearly State funding, the Commission observes that it consists in (deficit) funding of HIS, financed 
directly by the Federal Republic of Germany and the Länder from the federal and regional budgets. They thus 
constitute State resources. Since the decision to provide the funding lies in the hands of the Federal Republic of 
Germany and the Länder, the measure would clearly be imputable to the State. Additionally, funding from public law 
bodies (i.e. universities) also constitute State resources, as these are part of the State, and all their spending is hence 
imputable to the State.

(24) Additionally, by exempting HIS from corporation tax and trade tax, the German authorities forego revenue which 
would constitute State resources. Hence, the measures at issue involve a loss of State resources and they are therefore 
granted through State resources.

5.1.2. Presence of an economic advantage

(25) According to Article 107(1) TFEU, in order for State aid to be present, an economic advantage has to be provided to 
an undertaking. In the present case, Germany contests the nature of HIS as an undertaking, and therefore this 
element needs to be assessed before examining the presence of an economic advantage.
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5.1.2.1. Is HIS an undertaking?

(26) According to settled case-law, in the field of State aid law, the concept of “undertaking” covers any entity engaged in 
an economic activity, regardless of its legal status and the way in which it is financed. Any activity consisting in 
offering goods or services on a given market is an economic activity (15).

(27) Germany argues that HIS was not an undertaking because it did not engage in an economic activity. According to 
Germany, HIS had as statutory aim the support of German public universities and their administrations in order to 
ensure the rational and economic performance of their scientific and educational tasks. This aim is in line with the 
State’s duty for providing education, which requires providing universities with human, financial and organizational 
resources. As such, HIS supplied its services for non-economic purposes and therefore did not engage in an 
economic activity.

(28) The Commission notes in the first place that activities which fall within the exercise of public powers are not of an 
economic nature justifying the application of the Union’s competition rules (16). This is, inter alia, the case where the 
State acts “by exercising public power” (17) or where the activities carried out by a given entity are connected with the 
exercise of powers of the State by their nature, their aim and the rules to which they are subject (18).

(29) The Commission must therefore assess whether the activities carried out by HIS belong to the sphere of public 
power or are connected to the exercise of those powers by their nature, aim and the regulation to which those 
activities are subject. In this respect, the Commission considers it relevant to make reference to the Compass 
Datenbank case law of the Court of Justice. According to that judgment, “a data collection activity in relation to 
undertakings, on the basis of a statutory obligation on those undertakings to disclose the data and powers of enforcement related 
thereto, falls within the exercise of public powers. As a result, such an activity is not an economic activity” (19). In addition, the 
Court noted that “an activity consisting in the maintenance and making available to the public of the data thus collected […] 
also does not constitute an economic activity, since the maintenance of a database containing such data and making that data 
available to the public are activities which cannot be separated from the activity of collection of the data” (20).

(30) In this respect, the Commission recalls that, on the basis of the case law (21) the Commission in the Communication 
on the application of the European Union State aid rules to compensation granted for the provision of services of 
general economic interest (“the SGEI Communication”) (22) has considered that, public higher education organised 
within the national educational system, predominantly or entirely funded by the State and supervised by the State is 
considered a non-economic activity. On this basis, it must be assessed whether the activities of HIS are inseparably 
connected to the educational tasks carried out by higher education establishments, which would render HIS’ 
activities non-economic.

(31) On the basis of the information available, it appears possible to consider at this stage that HIS’ activities could be 
considered non-economic to the extent that they seem to be necessary to, and inseparable from the public task of 
higher education, (see also Article 7 Grundgesetz). This is reflected by paragraph 2 of HIS’ Statute, which defines the 
object of HIS’ business as supporting higher education establishments and the competent authorities in their efforts 
to achieve the rational and effective fulfilment of their higher educational role (see recital (6) above). As means to this 
end, the Statute in paragraph 2 narrows the activities of HIS to (a) developing procedures for rationalising university 
administration and advisory support for their application; (b) producing studies and expert opinions to form the 
basis for decision making; (c) developing guiding principles for university construction; (d) ensuring information 
provision and the organisation of information exchange. From these, (a) and (d) are clearly linked to university IT; 
software development and support.

4.3.2016 PL Dziennik Urzędowy Unii Europejskiej C 85/13

(15) Case C-41/90 Höfner and Elser [1991] ECR I-1979, paragraph 21, case 19/61 Mannesman AG v. High Authority of the ECSC 
[1962] ECR 357, paragraph 371 and joined cases 17/61 & 20/61 Klöckner-Werke AG and Hoesch AG v. High Authority of the 
ECSC [1962] ECR 325, paragraph 341:

(16) See case C-138/11 Compass v Austria (Compass Datenbank) EU:C:2012:449, paragraph 35; Case 107/84 Commission v Germany EU: 
C:1985:332, paragraphs 14 and 15; and Case T-347/09 Germany v Commission EU:T:2013:418, paragraph 27.

(17) Case C-118/85 Commission v Italy EU:C:1987:283, paragraphs 7 and 8.
(18) Case C-364/92 SAT Fluggesellschaft mbH v Eurocontrol EU:C:1994:7, paragraph 30.
(19) Case C-138/11 Compass v Austria (Compass Datenbank) EU:C:2012:449, paragraph 40.
(20) Case C-138/11 Compass v Austria (Compass Datenbank) EU:C:2012:449, paragraph 41.
(21) See for instance case C-318/05, point 68; 109/92, Wirth, point 1.
(22) OJ C 8, 11.1.2012, p. 4–14, points 26-29.



(32) In the light of the Compass Datenbank case law, it appears that the above would apply not only to the collection and 
storage of data but also to making the data available to higher education entities through an IT application and the 
provision of IT support services, to the extent that the latter — although it could per se be construed as the provision 
of services on a market — would be necessary to the exercise of public task, i.e. the provision of public higher 
education. On the basis of the information available, the Commission is of the view at this stage that public higher 
education could not be adequately exercised without the abovementioned activities.

(33) The fact that HIS provided IT services in exchange for remuneration since 1997 may instead indicate that the services 
it provides to universities are an economic activity. However, as remuneration is included in the applicable rules (see 
Statute Article 6) it could also be considered inseparable from the services that HIS provided. This preliminary 
conclusion would also apply in relation to the loss coverage of HIS in the form of direct yearly transfers by the Bund 
and the Länder.

(34) Notwithstanding the above, the Commission observes that it seems that in recent years HIS has been supplying also 
general (e.g. financial or personnel) management software that does not appear to be specific to public higher 
education management and may be necessary but not inseparable from it. In addition, at this stage it is not clear 
whether the use of the software by the universities was always strictly limited to purely non-economic purposes or 
whether it also served for-profit activities of the universities.

(35) In addition, it is not clear to what extent the fact that IT support for universities could be provided also by other 
undertakings (thus the market is not completely closed to the competition) could affect the preliminary view of the 
HIS activities as being ancillary to the public task of providing higher education.

(36) Also, according to the information available, it appears that HIS also supplied software and software support to 
private universities, which could qualify as an economic activity. According to Germany, the activity of HIS serving 
foreign and private universities was only limited, constituting around 2,8 % (23) of its turnover, and allegedly this 
activity was strictly separated from its non-economic main activity and cross-subsidisation was excluded. However, 
the Commission highlights that Germany has not provided evidence to substantiate its claim.

(37) Germany further holds that HIS should not be deemed an undertaking in the sense of Article 107(1) TFEU because it 
was an instrument of the State (“in-house”/“closed circle” structure, body of the State administration). According to 
Germany, the federal authorities and the Länder, for efficiency reasons, would have bundled in HIS software supply 
resources that should otherwise have been provided separately by each. According to Germany, the federal 
authorities and the Länder should not be obliged to “outsource” the provision of such university software services.

(38) The Commission has doubts whether the above view of the German authorities can rule out the existence of an 
economic activity on the basis of the case law. The fact that an activity has been provided “in house” does not exclude 
the existence of its economic nature. In Zweckverband Tierkörper (24) the General Court has held that whether the 
State exercises an activity directly by the body belonging to public administration or another special entity has no 
impact on the application of competition rules to that activity and held that the body exercises economic activity, as 
long as that activity can, in principle, be performed on an open market, i.e. as long as the market is not completely 
closed to competition in the Member State in question by a statutory provision. That is not the case here.

(39) In view of the above, the Commission notes that it has at this stage some doubt as to whether HIS can be considered 
an undertaking in the sense of Article 107(1) TFEU. The Commission therefore requests Germany and any other 
interested parties to provide additional information in this respect as to allow it to take a final view on this issue.

5.1.2.2. Economic advantage to HIS

(40) If HIS were to consider as an undertaking in the sense of Article 107(1) TFEU, the Commission would need to assess 
whether it would have received an economic advantage resulting from the measures.
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(41) With regard to the tax exemptions, it is settled case-law that the notion of aid encompasses not only positive benefits, 
but also interventions which, in various forms, mitigate the charges which are normally included in the budget of an 
undertaking (25). This includes advantages granted in the form of tax exemptions.

(42) Since HIS benefits from exemption from corporation tax (Körperschaftsteuer) on the basis of § 5 para. 1 Nr. 9 of the 
German Corporation Tax Act and exemption from trade tax (Gewerbesteuer) on the basis of § 3 N. 6 of the German 
Trade Tax Act in connection with § § 51 et seq. of the German Taxation Regulation, HIS benefits from an advantage 
consisting in a reduction of its tax burden. Hence, the measures under consideration involve an advantage available 
for HIS.

(43) As regards the yearly State funding, Germany argues that HIS did not get any undue benefit from it as the advantage 
— if any — would have been passed on entirely to the (State-owned) universities and therefore ultimately reverted to 
the State. According to Germany, HIS was a pure intermediary and therefore could not be a beneficiary of any aid 
(see also recital (17)).

(44) However, on the basis of the information available, the Commission is of the preliminary view that it is questionable 
whether HIS could be considered as a pure intermediary between the State and the universities or that the federation/ 
regions, HIS and the universities could be considered as one public entity/group. Moreover, Germany has provided 
no evidence to demonstrate the yearly State funding to HIS would have been established in a way to avoid 
overcompensation.

(45) Therefore it cannot be excluded that the yearly funding as set out in the Statute and the Konsortialvertrag goes beyond 
what is necessary to provide IT support to the public universities.

(46) It should also be noted that, in Germany’s views, HIS would not have been able to provide services without the yearly 
State funding. The State support thus seems to have constituted an advantage to HIS.

(47) Germany also argues that HIS was in line with market conform behaviour and therefore does not constitute aid: HIS’ 
shareholders (Federation and Regions — since 2014 only the Regions) got a return for their funding, as they also 
fund the universities, including their administration. Considering the State as a whole, the funding of the 
“subsidiary”, HIS, would thus be advantageous to the group (as it benefits the public universities and in this way the 
budget of the Regions). It would be a rational, market-conform, decision of the State to develop (through HIS) IT for 
all universities, which the latter could then use at a low price (26).

(48) However, it is questionable whether the continuous State funding of a company to enable it to supply software to 
universities is compatible with the Market Economy Investor Principle (“MEIP”) or qualifies as market-conform 
behaviour. This claim seems to be at odds with the status of HIS GmbH as a non-profit organisation. Further, 
Germany has not provided a business plan which demonstrates that funding HIS is more advantageous than buying 
such services on the market. Thus, if — as appears at this stage — the funding is not in line with the MEIP, an 
economic advantage may exist in favour of HIS from which other providers do not benefit.

(49) Therefore, in the preliminary view of the Commission, the yearly State funding up to 31 December 2013 conferred 
an economic advantage to HIS in the sense of Article 107(1) TFEU.

5.1.3. Selectivity

(50) Concerning the yearly State funding, the Commission is of the preliminary view that the advantage (public funding 
under the consortium agreement) is selective since only HIS and no other software provider would have benefited 
from it.
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(51) With regard to the tax exemptions, under Article 107(1) TFEU, the measure would be selective insofar as it favours 
certain undertakings or the production of certain goods. In the case under review, the question arises as to whether 
the exemptions from corporation tax and trade tax granted to HIS constitute a selective advantage.

(52) As mentioned above, HIS benefits from the following two tax exemptions: (i) exemption from corporation tax 
(Körperschaftsteuer); and (ii) exemption from trade tax (Gewerbesteuer). The first exemption is based on § 5 para. 1 Nr. 9 
of the German Corporation Tax Act (Körperschaftsteuergesetz). Accordingly, non-profit undertakings are exempt from 
corporation tax insasmuch as they do not carry out an economic activity. The second exemption relates to § 3 N. 6 
of the German Trade Tax Act (Gewerbesteuergesetz) in connection with § § 51 et seq. of the German Taxation 
Regulation (Abgabenordnung). This provision exempts from trade tax non-profit undertakings inasmuch as they do 
not carry out an economic activity.

(53) Therefore, the assessment of the selective advantage is contingent upon the qualification of the HIS’ activities when 
applying the tax legislations. Should one consider that creating and providing software to universities constitutes an 
economic activity, then the tax exemptions granted to HIS would be selective since they provide for an advantage 
that any other non-profit undertakings carrying out economic activities would not benefit from. By contrast, should 
one consider that it does not constitute an economic activity, then the tax exemptions apply to HIS as to any other 
non-profit undertakings with no economic activities. There would therefore be no selective advantage.

(54) The question of the selective advantage is therefore connected to that of the nature of the activities carried out by 
HIS. As has been assessed above, it cannot at this stage be excluded that HIS’ are of a non-economic nature since they 
may be necessary and inextricably linked to the public task of providing higher education. The Commission has 
therefore doubts as to the assessment of the selective advantage and it invites the German authorities and the 
interested parties to provide further substantiated arguments on this question.

(55) In a second step, should the tax measures appear to be prima facie selective, one should next examine whether the 
differentiation that results from the nature or general scheme of the tax system of which it forms part and could 
hence be justified. In this regard, according to the relevant jurisprudence (27) and the Commission Notice on the 
application of the State aid rules to measures relating to direct business taxation (28), a Member State has to establish 
whether the measure under consideration derives from the basic or guiding principles of that system.

(56) In this regard, one of the arguments raised by the German authorities the measure is not selective because he prima 
facie selectivity of the measure would be justified since HIS is a non-profit undertaking. According to the 
aforementioned Notice, since tax cannot be levied if no profit is earned, it may be justified by the nature of the tax 
system that non-profit-making undertakings are tax exempt.

(57) In the present case, however, the Commission takes the preliminary view that such a justification could not apply 
since HIS generates income for the provision of software, which should prima facie be subject to tax.

5.1.4. Distortion of competition and effect on trade between Member States

(58) Germany argues that there was no market for university software in 1976 and therefore that the financing of HIS 
could not constitute State aid. In the absence of a market, there cannot be a distortion of competition affecting trade 
in the sense of Article 107(1) TFEU.

(59) The complainant is of the view (29) that in 1976, at the time when HIS was acquired by Germany and the Länder, HIS 
did not provide IT solutions and services yet. Universities did not have the IT infrastructure which could have 
supported the use of such solutions or to have the need for such services. Sector-specific IT solutions were first 
developed in the private sector in the 1980s and only around 1993 the relevant university IT solutions and services 
market (market for Campus Management Systems) emerged in Germany, the UK and Italy. At that moment, US 
providers, which had started offering such systems in the US as of the 1980’s, entered the market. On the basis of the 
information above (and pending any relevant comments that Germany and any other interested parties may wish to 
make in the course of the formal investigation procedure), the Commission is at this stage of the preliminary view 
that at least since 1993 there has been market for higher education management software.
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(60) On the basis of the above, it appears to the Commission that the yearly State funding and the tax exemptions could 
be considered to be liable to affect trade between Member States, at least since 1993.

(61) The yearly state financing provided to HIS an economic advantage, thereby putting it in a better position than other 
IT services providers active on the market. It could develop further software and to provide services and offer it to 
higher education entities at conditions that would not be available under normal market circumstances. Therefore, at 
this stage, the Commission is of the preliminary opinion that the yearly State funding and the tax exemptions are 
likely to have altered competition.

5.1.5. Preliminary conclusion as to the presence of State aid

(62) In view of the above, there exist doubts as to the qualification of the HIS as undertaking in the sense of Article 107 
(1) TFEU, the existence of the economic advantage and the selective nature of the tax exemptions.

Absence of aid under Altmark case law

(63) In its judgment in Altmark (30), the Court of Justice held that public service compensation does not constitute State 
aid within the meaning of Article 107 of the Treaty provided that four cumulative criteria are met. First, the recipient 
undertaking must actually have public service obligations to discharge, and the obligations must be clearly defined. 
Second, the parameters on the basis of which the compensation is calculated must be established in advance in an 
objective and transparent manner. Third, the compensation must not exceed what is necessary to cover all or part of 
the costs incurred in the discharge of the public service obligations, taking into account the relevant receipts and a 
reasonable profit. Finally, where the undertaking that is to discharge public service obligations, in a specific case, is 
not chosen pursuant to a public procurement procedure which would allow for the selection of the tenderer capable 
of providing those services at the least cost to the community, the level of compensation needed must be determined 
on the basis of an analysis of the costs that a typical undertaking, well run and adequately provided with the relevant 
means, would have incurred.

(64) According to German authorities the yearly State funding would be part of an SGEI. Guaranteeing education and 
needs practical implementation through the provision of software. Germany was thus obliged to provide this 
software to the universities and used HIS as a vehicle to do so. Germany considers that HIS’ Statutes and its work 
programme constitute a sufficient entrustment act and that the compensation of HIS follows from the combined 
reading of the work programmes and the budgets.

(65) The Commission at this stage doubts that the Altmark-conditions are fulfilled: first, it does not seem that HIS has a 
sufficiently detailed entrustment act: the Statute of HIS, that would constitute the entrustment act according to 
Germany, is very broadly defined, having enabled HIS to extend its activities over the years. In the context of a 
preliminary ruling relating to a public procurement dispute opposing Datenlotsen against HIS and a Hamburg 
university, the Court considered that HIS is “not entrusted directly with the performance of a public service task” (31). 
Also according to the complainant, there would not be a sufficiently detailed entrustment act, in the absence of a 
sufficiently concrete description of required (public) services (“Leistungsbeschreibung”). In this context, the Commission 
at this stage doubts that HIS had a sufficiently detailed entrustment act.

(66) Second, the parameters on the basis of which the compensation is calculated do not seem to be established in 
advance in an objective and transparent manner. Based on the information currently at the disposal of the 
Commission, there does not seem to be any such advance definition of the parameters to calculate the 
compensation, nor any advance definition how this compensation is monitored.

(67) Third, there also do not seem to be clear mechanisms, defined in advance, to prevent overcompensation.

(68) Finally, it does not appear that HIS was selected on the basis of a public tender procedure and the level of its 
compensation does not seem to be determined on the basis of the analysis of the costs of a typical, well-run 
undertaking, but rather on the basis of HIS’ deficits. Further, it appears that the duration of its “mandate” is not 
limited.
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(69) In this context, it is doubtful that the concept of SGEI can be applied as the same type of services are/can be provided 
by private actors in the market.

(70) At this stage, the State funding of which HIS benefited therefore does not appear to fulfil the Altmark conditions.

5.2. Presence of an existing State aid scheme

(71) Germany claims that if State aid were to be present in the yearly State funding it would constitute an existing aid 
scheme.

(72) The Commission must therefore analyse whether, if the presence of State aid within the meaning of Article 107(1) 
TFUE (see above) were to be confirmed, the yearly State financing would amount to an existing aid/existing aid 
scheme in the sense of Article 1(b) of the Procedural Regulation (32).

(73) In this respect, the Commission observes that the yearly State funding finds its legal basis in the Statute of HIS and in 
the Konsortialvertrag concluded at the time when HIS was acquired by the State. These acts lay down the mandate, the 
management and the financing of HIS. The yearly State funding was not limited in time, and the annual amounts 
were not fixed in advance. Indeed, in order to receive the funding, HIS had to present its work plan and 
corresponding budget to its general assembly annually, which voted on its financing.

5.2.1. Existing aid

(74) The definition of “existing aid” is contained in Article 1(b) of the Procedural Regulation. In the present case, only 
point (v) of that Article appears to be applicable:

“‘existing aid’ means: […] (v) aid which is deemed to be an existing aid because it can be established that at the time it was put 
into effect it did not constitute an aid, and subsequently became an aid due to the evolution of the internal market and without 
having been altered by the Member State. Where certain measures become aid following the liberalisation of an activity by Union 
law, such measures shall not be considered as existing aid after the date fixed for liberalisation”.

(75) In this respect, Germany has argued that the yearly funding of HIS, as a scheme, must be considered existing aid 
because at the time when it was granted (1976) there was no market for the products and services provided by HIS, 
and hence the yearly funding could not constitute State aid within the meaning of Article 107(1) TFEU. It would only 
have become aid at a later point, not defined by Germany when private offers had developed such that a market 
emerged. At that point the scheme would have become aid, but existing aid.

(76) In this respect, the Commission notes that Germany has not at this time provided sufficient evidence to substantiate 
the claim that there would have been no market for HIS services in 1976 and the Commission must therefore 
express doubts that the yearly funding mechanism could constitute existing aid on that basis.

(77) However, even assuming the yearly funding would constitute an existing aid scheme as argued by Germany, this 
would only apply provided the scheme had not undergone any significant alterations as from the time when it 
became existing aid.

(78) Germany argues that the Federal State and the Länder have consistently and uninterruptedly provided the funds 
necessary for the fulfilment of HIS’ statutory obligations on the basis of its Statutes and the Konsortialvertrag. In 
addition, in order to avoid a stronger increase of State funding, universities were required to also contribute to a 
certain extent by paying limited fees since 1997.

(79) Germany argues that there have not been any significant changes to the nature of the yearly State funding (annual 
grants), the objective pursued by the measure (software supply to universities), its legal basis the Konsortialvertrag and 
the, Statute of HIS, the benefiting undertakings/institutions (HIS) or the source of the financing (budget of the the 
Bund and the Länder).
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(80) The texts of the Statute and of the Konsortialvertrag, the administrative agreement between the State and the regions, 
indeed, have not changed materially over time. Stock capital has increased over the years, also due to new members 
joining, and due to inflation. New members have merely altered the composition and number of members of the 
supervisory board and the Board of Trustees. Therefore, it can be noted that the nature of the benefit, the objective, 
the legal base and the beneficiaries have not undergone material change over time.

(81) However, the mandate of HIS, which remained unchanged over the years, was very broadly defined and therefore 
allowed HIS to change significantly its product portfolio over time. According to the complainant (33) HIS did not 
develop software from the start as universities did not have the IT infrastructure which could have supported the use 
of such software. Instead, in the 1970s HIS started developing data collection and data organisation tools for 
universities and for the sake of education policy. And only in the 1980s, where sector specific IT software was first 
developed in the private sector, HIS followed that development and began developing software as well, which 
eventually evolved into integrated campus management IT.

(82) This was accepted through the yearly decisions of the general assembly of HIS approving the product development 
plan and determining the level of funding based on the work plan and the budget. This could be considered as a 
succession of yearly aid decisions, however, as the activities seem to be covered by the mandate encoded into HIS’ 
Statue, the changes cannot be considered significant, as all these activities seem to be in line with the statutory 
objectives.

(83) According to the Court in its judgment Namur les assurances du crédit (34), an aid scheme could not be found to be 
modified if the aid is based on legal provisions (which are not modified) and the modification results from an 
increase of the aid amount or circumstances affecting the activity of the entity. In any case “Whether aid may be 
classified as new aid or as alteration of existing aid must be determined by reference to the provision providing for it”.

(84) In this respect, the mandate of HIS was formulated broadly enough in order to allow HIS to enlarge its field of 
activity and adjust its services to the changing needs of the universities.

(85) In addition to the change in activity, the funding system has changed twice over time. The first change to the funding 
of HIS happened in 1997. Before 1997, HIS provided all software services to the universities free of charge. In 1997, 
as a response to expanding demand and the need to increase HIS’ budget, it was decided that part of its costs should 
be covered by fees charged to the universities and that the State funding would be frozen at the level of the time. The 
funding mechanism changed again in 2003; the fees have been converted into prices that were fixed by the 
Supervisory Board on proposal by the Management.

(86) It needs to be discussed further whether that change in the financing is significant. Taking into account case practice 
in broadcasting cases (35) the introduction of a certain degree of commercial financing (such as here the fees charged 
to the universities) arguably does not significantly alter the funding system.

(87) Also according to the case law of the General Court in the Gibraltar judgment (36), not every alteration to existing aid 
should be regarded as changing the existing aid into new aid; “it is only where the alteration affects the actual substance of 
the original scheme that the latter is transformed into a new aid scheme. There can be no question of such a substantive alteration 
where the new element is clearly severable from the initial scheme.”

(88) According to Commission practice, changes to the financing instrument are considered to be significant if its main 
elements have been changed, such as the nature of the benefit, the objective pursued by the measure, its legal basis, 
the benefited undertakings/institutions or the source of the financing (37).

(89) The Statute of HIS states that the Bund and the Länder must cover all means necessary for the fulfilment of HIS 
statutory tasks — unless own revenues are generated. The costs related activities that are not part of the financing 
plan should be covered by the client (38). That means that the possibility of obtaining other forms of financing than 
the direct State funding was included from the beginning.
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(33) Datenlotsen, submission of 28.08.2015.
(34) The Netherlands vs. Commission, T-231/06 and T-237/06 Rec. p.II-5593, point 180.
(35) See e.g. case E 8/2006 (ex CP 110/2004 et CP 126/2004), decision on the public funding of VRT.
(36) T-195/01 Government of Gibraltar vs. Commission para. 111.
(37) See VRT decision, point 121.
(38) Article 6 of the Statute of HIS GmbH.



(90) This assumes however, that the additional financing is still as low in proportion so as not to change the overall 
character of the financing, which is State funding. This aspect needs to be further investigated and information in this 
respect needs to be gathered.

(91) Furthermore, the Commission needs further elements to establish whether the development of the IT services for 
universities market in the 1990s could amount to the evolution of the internal market within the meaning of 
Article 1(b) Regulation (EC) No 2015/1589.

(92) In summary, it needs to be established on the basis of additional information whether the change of financing could 
be regarded as significant changes. Therefore, it cannot be established upfront whether the financing of HIS 
constituted an uninterrupted scheme.

(93) Therefore, the Commission does not have sufficient information at this stage to establish that the Konsortialvertrag, 
the Statute of HIS with its annual work plans and budgets can be considered to constitute an existing aid scheme 
covering the entire period 1976-2013 (or 1993-2013).

(94) The measures under assessment have been put into effect without prior notification and thus in breach of 
Article 108(3) TFEU.

5.3. Compatibility of the aid

(95) If the presence of State aid is confirmed (see Section 5.1) and the conditions to consider it as an “existing aid” are not 
met (see Section 5.2), its compatibility would therefore need to be assessed.

(96) The German authorities argued that the yearly State support in favour of HIS does not involve aid (see section 4). 
They did not put forward arguments to show that any State aid element possibly present would be compatible with 
the TFEU or submit any evidence in that respect.

(97) The compatibility of any State aid granted to HIS would normally have to be assessed according to Article 107(3)(c) 
TFEU. In view of the nature of the measures under assessment and their possible amount, it does not seem at this 
stage that the aid would fall under the General Block Exemption Regulation (39) the de minimis rules (40), or under any 
specific framework or Commission guidelines currently in force.

(98) In the absence of any secondary legislation, and in order to assess whether the measures under assessment would be 
compatible with the internal market on the basis of Article 107(3)(c) TFEU, the Commission would need to balance 
the positive effects of the aid measures in reaching an objective of common interest against their potential negative 
side effects, such as distortions of trade and competition. In applying the balancing test, the Commission assesses the 
following questions:

(1) Is the aid measure aimed at a well-defined objective of common interest (i.e. does the proposed aid address a 
market failure or other objective)?

(2) Is the aid well designed to deliver the objective of common interest? In particular:

(a) Is the aid measure an appropriate instrument?

(b) Is there an incentive effect, i.e. does the aid change the behavior of firms?

(c) Is the aid measure proportional, i.e. could the same change in behavior be obtained with less aid?

(3) Are the distortions of competition and the effect on trade limited, so that the overall balance is positive?
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(39) Commission Regulation declaring certain categories of aid compatible with the internal market in application of Article 107 and 
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(99) Whereas originally the State support may have addressed a purely public task, gathering information for the 
purposes of education planning, and it may have been a market failure (absence of commercial providers of such 
services), this appears to be less so as of the emergence of the market for IT solutions and services, which, based on 
current information, seems to date around 1993. Also, the complainant argues that solutions from private vendors 
were available (see recital (13). Under such circumstances, it does not appear that the State support addressed a 
market failure after 1993 or so.

(100) In the preliminary view of the Commission, the support for ensuring higher education could be qualified as an 
objective of common interest (see e.g. Article 9 TFEU). However, it still remains to be established that the main 
objective of the yearly State funding for the supply of software by HIS to the universities directly served this purpose.

(101) The Commission, moreover, has doubts that the measure was well designed to deliver such objective of common 
interest. On the basis of the information currently available, it does not seem that there was a proper mechanism 
controlling the funding needed, nor any mechanism to ensure proportionality of the funding or to avoid 
overcompensation.

(102) Finally, given the potential effect on competition of the measures under assessment, the Commission also has doubts 
at this stage that the overall balance of the yearly State funding would be positive.

(103) For those reasons, in case the formal investigation procedure confirms the presence of State aid for the benefit of 
HIS, the Commission has doubts concerning the compatibility with the internal market of the yearly State funding of 
which HIS benefited in the period 1976-2013.

(104) Should new aid be found as a result of the investigation, and this aid deemed incompatible with the internal market, 
it would have to be recovered from the beneficiary (41). In this context, it needs to be assessed whether HIS eG can be 
regarded as economic successor of HIS GmbH. Shall HIS eG be identified as the economic successor of HIS GmbH, it 
would be subject to the recovery obligation.

(105) The Commission is still in the process of examining the cooperative structure in order to identify whether or not it 
involves State aid, and, if yes, whether this State aid can be considered compatible. This assessment will be subject, as 
noted in recital (16), to a separate decision by the Commission at a later stage.

(106) With regard to the tax exemptions from income tax and trade tax, should these measures be regarded as State aids, 
the question arises as to whether they are compatible with the internal market. The exemptions, however, appear to 
be operating aids, meaning that they are not linked to the carrying-out of specific projects and they reduce the 
undertaking’s expenditure without it being possible to assess the precise volume involved. The Commission has 
consistently maintained that operating aids are in principle prohibited (42). Therefore, it appears at that preliminary 
stage that the tax exemptions granted to HIS, if they were regarded as State aid, would be incompatible aid with the 
internal market.

(107) In the light of the foregoing considerations, the Commission, acting under the procedure laid down in Article 108(2) 
of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, requests Germany to submit its comments and to provide 
all such information as may help to assess the aid/measure, within one month of the date of receipt of this letter. It 
requests your authorities to forward a copy of this letter to the potential recipient of the aid immediately.

(108) Furthermore, within that same deadline, Germany is requested to provide specifically information on the following 
points:

(1) Germany is invited to comment on the precise date of emergence of a university IT solutions and services 
(Campus Management systems/solutions) market and in particular on the preliminary view of the Commission 
that this emergence dates 1 January 1993
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(41) Relevant timeline as of recital 26 of the Procedural Regulation (EC) No 2015/1589.
(42) Commission Notice on the application of the State aid rules to measures relating to direct business taxation, OJ C 384, 10.12.1998, 

para. 32.



(2) Germany shall provide a detailed description of the services that HIS GmbH was providing over its existence; 
from the start in 1976 until 1 January 2014 in a yearly breakdown. Germany is requested to provide the work 
programme and economic plan of HIS for the entire period 1976-2013.

(3) Germany is requested to provide all yearly budgets of HIS GmbH, which also contain the information on the 
source of financing; which proportion of its budget was State financed based on the HIS Statute, which came 
from other sources. Furthermore, Germany is invited to explain how the fees were fixed by the Supervisory 
Board as of 2003 and how these fees related to market prices.

(4) Germany is requested to provide turnover figures and the description of the service provided related to private 
and foreign universities in the period of 1993-2013.

(5) Since 1 January 2014, direct State funding has been abolished and the fees have been increased allegedly in order 
to switch to a cost-based price model. Germany is requested to clarify this “cost-based price model”. Germany is 
requested to provide a detailed description and the (business) plans and other documentation regarding the 
financing of HIS/HIS eG following abolishment of the State funding and to clarify how, and for which products/ 
services, specific fees are fixed in addition to the annual fee (which is to be determined by the management and 
supervisory board and cannot exceed 6 000 EUR). Germany is also requested to clarify whether HIS eG charges/ 
will charge license fees and if not, how this is financed. In addition, Germany is requested to provide a complete 
price list of HIS GmbH and HIS eG for the past 10 years.

(109) The Commission wishes to remind Germany that Article 108(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union has suspensory effect, and would draw your attention to Article 16 of Council Regulation (EC) No 2015/ 
1589, which provides that all unlawful aid may be recovered from the recipient.

(110) The Commission warns Germany that it will inform interested parties by publishing this letter and a meaningful 
summary of it in the Official Journal of the European Union. It will also inform interested parties in the EFTA countries 
which are signatories to the EEA Agreement, by publication of a notice in the EEA Supplement to the Official Journal 
of the European Union and will inform the EFTA Surveillance Authority by sending a copy of this letter. All such 
interested parties will be invited to submit their comments within one month of the date of such publication.

(111) The Commission notes that Germany exceptionally accepts that the adoption of the decision be in the English 
language.»
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