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Madam Chair, 

I speak on behalf of the EU and its Member States.  

 

In the report the chapter on the constraints faced by SMEs and their workers benefits from surveys 

conducted by the World Bank Group. These surveys provide us in turn with a global overview of 

what companies themselves perceive to be the biggest constraints. The underlying study makes it 

clear that  differences between the size of companies, between different sectors, and between the 

level of development of countries matter. This is in turn an important finding when defining policies 

to overcome constraints faced by SMEs.  

As regards the constraints faced by workers, the report focuses more on the qualitative appreciation 

of work and to a large extent relies on data and research on EU Member States. The report 

highlights that differences between countries and sectors are more apparent than those between 

different size classes. Differences can, from a European perspective, indeed be quite significant, not 

only between countries but also between different regions within countries.  

All in all, the report aptly illustrates the importance of solid data when implementing and 

monitoring  targeted policy efforts for SMEs, either across the board or when focusing on specific 

sectors. This is also why we in the European region regularly survey companies and undertake an 

annual SME Performance Review. This helps us identify the most pressing constraints for 

businesses and workers and address them.  

In the report before us, access to finance and labour regulations are quoted as the top-2 constraints 

for the growth and generation of more jobs. In the latest annual report of the European Commission 



on European SMEs, “finding customers” was identified as the top concern for European SMEs. 

This is not surprising given the weak demand. What is striking in the findings of the European 

Commission, though, is that there are huge differences in the impact the crisis (and lower demand) 

has had on different sectors. Whereas construction and manufacturing were hit the hardest, SMEs in 

the service sector, food and accommodation sectors have actually done relatively well over the past 

few years. This reinforces the idea that different sectors beg different approaches, in order to 

facilitate their job-generating potential. We will address our answers to this challenge when 

responding to the third question.  

Access to finance is, as in many other parts of the world, a key constraint, also for European SMEs, 

going beyond the issue of lending. Through the Small Businesses Act the EU has sought to address 

the problem of the “cash crunch” that SMEs may face, when both access to lending is difficult and 

customer payments are not done in time.  

A third constraint that needs to be mentioned here is the red tape and the regulatory framework for 

small and medium-sized businesses. Although regulations are useful – for the protection of workers 

and consumers and for the creation of a stable environment in which to do business – too detailed 

regulations, too extensive administrative burdens have a stifling effect on business. This holds 

particularly true for SMEs that cannot always boast the same administrative capacity as larger 

firms. The EU response to creating a business-friendly and positive enabling environment for SMEs 

will be discussed under question 3, but we have found that simpler and smarter rules and setting up 

one-stop-shops or single points of contact for SMEs can already have a considerable positive impact 

on reducing administrative burdens.  

While we try to make it easier for businesses to comply with regulations, at the same time we want 

to ensure that businesses indeed comply with them and prevent unfair competition from the 

informal sector. Preventing and deterring undeclared work is a necessary corollary to this and an 

issue on which the EU and its Member States have recently intensified their efforts. In this regard, 

the outcome of the ongoing standard-setting discussion on the transition from the informal to the 

formal economy is of particular importance.  

 

A final constraint which is extremely important for growth and decent employment opportunities in 

SMEs is the cost of production in relation to output. As labour costs and remuneration are issues 

that are clearly important for measuring the quality of jobs, please allow me to now turn to some of 

the constraints for workers in SMEs.  



While the report also strikes a positive note, claiming that job satisfaction on the whole seems to be 

higher in SMEs than in larger companies, in general the report conveys the image that job quality is 

lower in SMEs than in larger firms. A recent study on sectoral differences in employment quality in 

the EU, also referred to in the report, has found, though, that differences between  sectors can be 

very significant, with a number of sectors ranking very high on job quality– such as the chemicals 

sector. For us the most important finding in this chapter, therefore, is the lack of a solid data base on 

qualitative aspects of work in SMEs. This renders it difficult to draw conclusions on important 

linkages, such as the link between productivity and working conditions.  

When looking at remuneration – one aspect of the quality of jobs for which we do have data 

available – the conclusion is that across the board, wages are lower in SMEs than in larger 

companies. The perceived high labour costs and on average lower wages are both connected to the 

issue of productivity within SMEs. We believe that it is not labour productivity per se, but rather the 

total factor productivity – a concept that is introduced later in the report – that we should focus on, 

in order to unleash the employment creating potential of SMEs.  

This issue of productivity and quality of jobs – is certainly an issue we focus on within the EU. Let 

me give some examples: 

a. Within the EU, we have established that SMEs are disproportionately represented when 

it comes to accidents at work. The main reason for this seems to be a lack of knowledge 

and resources to manage the working environment properly or to call in external 

expertise when needed. On the basis of an analyse of the situation, for example through 

the ESENER 2 survey on new and emerging risks , the EU seeks to disseminate relevant 

information to SMEs and their representatives in order to help improve safety and health 

at work.  This is important because it can save lives. It can also help reduce the number 

of accidents, boost the health of workers and lead to a much more productive enterprise.  

b. Low wages, little career prospects and long working hours might be a consequence of 

the small scale of operations of SMEs, but also of the level and relevance of skills of 

workers. Within the EU we seek to boost employment through entrepreneurship 

programmes, by encouraging women to start a business and by helping people to keep 

their skills up to date. Preventing and reducing inactivity and promoting lifelong 

learning are key elements to ensure decent employment prospects for workers and a 

competent and productive labour supply for the future. Vocational training is in this 

respect very important. We will share some experiences with vocational training when 

addressing question 3. 



  

Furthermore, chair, according to the importance of developing policies by governments, I would 

like to focus on the relevance of the role played by employment services, implementing strategies 

and providing targeted, tailored and effective measures to SMEs. 

 

Finally, chair, I would like to highlight a characteristic of SMEs that can be both a constraint to the 

growth and development of SMEs, as well as to the protection of workers in SMEs. It is the 

relatively low level of organization of workers within SMEs and company level collective 

bargaining in this segment of the economy. 

A recent report on social dialogue in micro and small enterprises in Europe has highlighted that 

structures of industrial relations may be much more informal in SMEs, but above all that structures 

hugely differ from one firm to the other. A key finding of the report is that social dialogue in small 

companies is heavily influenced by national frameworks and also reflects general conditions, such 

as membership of employers’ and trade union organizations. We – the tripartite constituents – can 

indeed play a constructive part here, in line with the ILO principles on collective bargaining and 

worker representation.  

For governments trying to develop policies that work it is important to be able to consult with 

representative organizations of workers and employers. In many of our countries such organizations 

also play important support roles by sharing information or by identifying risks at the work floor. 

We, therefore, look forward to discussing how to deal with the challenge of a low level of 

organization when taking up question number 4 on the roles of governments and the social partners. 

 

Thank you, chair.  

 


