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The scholarship Foundation of the Republic of Austria – historical background, 

motives and tasks 

 

Austria commits itself to its history and its responsibility 

 

In the first few years after the defeat of the Nazi regime and the hardship of the war years the 

reconstituted democratic Republic of Austria was unable to bring itself to compensate former 

forced labourers. The interpretation of international law, according to which there had been no 

Austrian government between March 1938 and April 1945 capable of action and that therefore 

Austria was under no obligation under international law to make restitution for damages, was 

generally accepted. However, neither did those who had profited from the use of forced labour 

make any gesture of goodwill. As early as 1946 Simon Wiesenthal, at the time the president of 

the Linz-based Jewish Central Committee for the US zone in Austria, tried without success to 

obtain financial payments from those companies that had "borrowed" forced labourers from 

concentration camp administrations. In 1952 the government once again failed to act upon a 

Wiesenthal proposal to set up a fund to compensate foreign forced labourers. 

Typical of the arguments put forward by the companies concerned was a letter written by a 

privately-owned Austrian company in 1973 to an Israeli citizen who had worked there as a 

concentration camp prisoner from the middle of 1944 until the end of the war and who had not 

received a penny in wages. The letter, which was published by Florian Freund in “Zwangsarbeit 

in Österreich 1939–1945” [Forced Labour in Austria 1939–1945] and Thomas Herko's doctoral 

thesis, states that, first of all, the factory had come under new ownership many years ago and 

was therefore no longer liable for earlier debts. Secondly, it was common knowledge that, like 

the supplicant in this particular case, "many thousands of people were persecuted on the 

grounds of race under the Nazi regime," something for which individual companies could not be 

made responsible. Hundreds of thousands had also fallen victim as soldiers to a "war that we 

had not wanted." "I can imagine your bitterness but I believe that after 29 years an educated 

person should draw a line under the inglorious past" and not try to "cash in on the injustice." 

 

Not all those who held similar views in those days expressed them so arrogantly. Nevertheless, 

it is a fact that this was a widely held opinion at the time: "We all had to suffer and make 

sacrifices in this war – it is impossible to indemnify everyone." Yes, it is true: Some people were 

the instigators of war and persecution while others had to suffer because of it, for which reason 

not all victims had the same quality. But it was hard to convince those who had lost fathers, 

sons, husbands and friends as soldiers that pain on one side should somehow weigh less than 

the pain on the other. The longing for a new start unburdened by the past was both genuine and 
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powerful and not merely prompted by a desire to distract from past guilt. The increasing tensions 

of the Cold War reinforced this tendency: Should one concentrate on the past when new 

challenges and dangers were emerging? 

 

Helene Maimann, the creator of several high quality documentaries for the education and 

contemporary events department of the Austrian Broadcasting Corporation (ORF), said in an 

interview with the newspaper “Die Presse” on June 2, 2004 that in 1945 both the victors and the 

vanquished had turned around and looked forward: "I believe that for a long time the survivors of 

World War II were psychologically incapable of talking about the immediate past. They all tried to 

rid themselves of the memories with silence." It was also an experience of that time "that it takes 

a generation to turn to face this hell again and to look into it." 

This theory is supported by the fact that for a long time many victims did not want to break this 

silence. 

The "generation of grandchildren" found a different approach to this problem than the generation 

of their fathers who had been preoccupied with wiping the slate clean and looking to 

reconstruction and the future. Sympathy gradually waned for a reduction of the problem of guilt 

to legal issues, no matter how clear these might be. An awareness of the difference between 

legal and moral responsibility grew, especially among the younger generation. 

The Austrian Fund for Reconciliation, Peace and Cooperation (in short “Reconciliation Fund”) 

was established in 2000 to disburse voluntary payments made by the Republic of Austria to 

victims of Nazi forced labour. 

It was clear from the outset that these payments could never “make up” for the injustice suffered 

by these men and women or for the lost years of their youth. It was therefore all the more 

important that this gesture of recognition and solidarity on the part of the younger generation be 

offered to the victims in a respectful way and in a spirit of sincere and genuine friendship. 

 

It was a basic principle of the Reconciliation Fund's work that victims would be guaranteed 

uninterrupted communication in their own language. As a result, 22 different languages were 

used on a daily basis by the small but highly efficient office in Vienna. It was equally clear that it 

would be left to the victims to decide how intensively they wanted to communicate with the staff 

of the Reconciliation Fund. Those who wanted to talk or write in detail about the bitter years of 

forced labour would not be hindered. However, those who were less willing to do so because 

each memory brought the dark shadows of the past to life again could expect to have their case 

processed with the same care and attention. The questionnaire (in several languages) was 

designed to provide assistance to the victims. It was not an administrative condition for the 

award of any payment. If applications containing only minimal details were approved, this was 

due both to the attentiveness with which the team members listened and to the extremely 
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efficient work carried out by the archives in the nine federal provinces, by insurance institutions, 

the Mauthausen Memorial at the Ministry of the Interior and the International Tracing Service of 

the Red Cross in Bad Arolsen. They and other agencies provided valuable assistance to the 

Reconciliation Fund during its research work. 

 

Some 132,000 men and women from all over the world accepted this gesture from Austria. 

 

One of the main concerns of the Austrian government's special representative had been that as 

the level of payments to be disbursed according to the category of forced labour had been 

defined in advance it might become necessary to provide a further injection of cash if the 

Reconciliation Fund was inadequately endowed. However, the necessary amounts had been 

calculated well and the number of expected applications, while significantly below the first 

scholarly estimates, was sufficiently high that at the end of its work, the Austrian Reconciliation 

Fund found itself facing a different problem. What should be done with the roughly 96 million 

euros that remained? Of course, some of those who had contributed to the Reconciliation Fund 

would have liked to have received a pro rata share of their contribution back. But everyone knew 

that the wording of the Reconciliation Fund Law had ruled out that possibility from the very 

beginning. Section 15 (2) stipulates that "At the end of that time the Board of Trustees may 

decide to spend the remaining capital of the Fund for payments in connection with wrongs that 

had taken place on the territory of the present-day Republic of Austria during the time of the 

National Socialist regime whereby particular consideration is to be given to the heirs of those 

slave labourers and forced labourers who died before the deadline." 

 

It is therefore hardly surprising that as the date for this decision approached, speculation about 

who would receive the remaining money increased and that naturally clashes of interests 

became noticeable. However, when the Board of Trustees gathered for the crucial meeting on 

December 20, 2004 the Board unanimously agreed that the 95 million euros should be 

distributed in keeping with the intention of the law as follows: 

› 30 million would be allocated to carry out humanitarian projects benefiting former slave and 

forced labourers or their heirs through the six partner organisations. This sum also includes the 

related administrative costs; 

› a maximum amount of 20 million euros would be allocated for a Future Fund, the proceeds of 

which would be used to fund research into the sufferings caused during the Nazi period, to 

finance remembrance and promote tolerance both in Austria and the partner countries; 

› 20 million euros would be paid to the General Settlement Fund for Victims of National 

Socialism; 
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› a maximum amount of 5 million euros would be earmarked to settle unresolved issues in areas 

that had not been dealt with adequately in the past. The chairman of Board of Trustees had until 

December 2005 to put forward specific proposals. 

› a maximum amount of 25 million euros would be used to establish a foundation to disburse 

grants to persons from those countries that had especially suffered under the recruitment of 

forced labourers by the Nazi regime. 

 

According to a resolution of the board of trustees of the Austrian Reconciliation Fund the 

establishment of the Scholarship Foundation of the Republic of Austria was suggested; the 

relevant federal act came into force on December 20th, 2005 (BGBl I 146/2005). 

 

The scholarship foundation established under this act can now contribute to Austria taking on 

responsibility towards history in a sustainable way by awarding grants. 

 

Your studies in Austria are to facilitate your education or further education and also to enable 

you to get to know Austria and its people. We hope that you will return home enriched by a 

treasure trove of personal experiences and act as an ambassador of Austria in your home 

country in the future. 


