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additional and decent employment through sustainable enterprise development? How have 

these policies dealt with the large heterogeneity of SMEs? 

Thank you Chair, 

I am speaking on behalf of the European Union and its Member States. 

It is a fact that SMEs are a major job creation engine and that SMEs are highly heterogeneous.  

SME specific policy decisions cannot be based on enterprise size only. Instead, a differentiated 

approach should be pursued, taking into account the size (micro, small, medium), age (young, old), 

sector and type of the enterprise (e.g. corporative, limited liability and sole traders) and 

entrepreneur. Moreover, it should be recognized that SMEs both operate in the formal and informal 

economy. 

The report highlights two main justifications for SME specific policies. The first is the existence of 

market failures that might hinder SME’s performance and their participation in market activity. The 

second justification is that SMEs make special contributions to economic development and poverty 

alleviation. It is worth noting that the report also mentions sceptical views questioning the rationale 

for SME specific policies.  

The EU has a two-tiered approach in which it aims to combine the benefits of both generic 

economic policies, as well as SME specific policy. As such, it supports the report’s understanding 

that generic policies may also impact SMEs, and sustainable SME development. Even though they 

are not the focus of the report, it goes without saying that generic macro- economic policies; 

investment and physical infrastructure policies; industrial policies, and skills development policies 

(also have their effect on SMEs. 



Amid these generic economic policies, it is worthwhile to highlight the importance of vocational  

and entrepreneurship training. A number of European countries, including Germany and Austria, 

boast interesting examples on how vocational training can be both instrumental to tackle youth 

unemployment and to address the skills needs of enterprises, in particular SMEs. In Austria, for 

instance, about 40% percent of young people learn a profession in a dual education system, the 

latter combining apprenticeship in a company and vocational education.     

The need to align generic and SME specific policies and strive for synergy between governments, 

social partners and entrepreneurs is – from the EU’s perspective - obvious. In this respect I would 

like to refer to the Europe 2020 strategy, which is the EU’s long-term strategy for jobs and growth. 

The strategy addresses employment creation, R&D, climate and energy, education, and the fight 

against poverty and social exclusion. Moreover, each MS has set national targets to meet the goals 

set in the Europe 2020 strategy. 

Generally speaking, SME-specific policies adopted in the EU are geared towards compensating the 

relative weaknesses of SMEs and to ensuring that the strengths of SMEs are fully exploited. The 

Small Business Act (SBA) for Europe is at the core of the EU’s approach. The overarching 

principle of the SBA is the Think-Small-First-Principle that stipulates that all policies concerning 

business should be drafted from the perspective of the small companies. It has four priority areas 

which are in turn directly related to the most imminent constraints European SMEs face: facilitating 

SME’s access to finance (a) and to markets (b), reducing administrative burden (c) and promoting 

entrepreneurship (d). In order to create new jobs, we need to implement policies that support 

growth and renewal of the existing SME’s and creating new SME’s. 

Not long ago, the SBA was also the subject of a public consultation to gather the feedback 

necessary to develop ideas for the revision of existing measures and to test ideas for new ones. 

These actions were undertaken with the purpose of securing a strong European policy to support 

SMEs and entrepreneurs in the coming years. 

The results of the consultation shows a broad support from EU member states for the main 

principles of the SBA. Especially further work on access to finance is highlighted and support for 

internationalisation. In the EU, the European Investment Bank Group is working together with 

member states to provide finance for SMEs, both loan guarantees and venture capital. Only 25 

percent of EU SMEs trade cross border and an even smaller portion trade outside the EU. Since 

around 80 percent of global trade is conducted through global value chain networks it is important 



to help SMEs to expand their presence in GVCs. Another important part of the SBA is 

entrepreneurship promotion where entrepreneurship training within the school curriculum is shown 

to be successful. Also special policies aimed at certain target groups are shown to be good practice, 

for instance actions aimed at female entrepreneurs, youth and migrants. In the EU the policy of 

doing impact assessments on draft proposals of legislation is widely implemented and a successful 

policy for highlighting the special conditions that applies to SMEs. 

As regards employment quality, let me turn to Occupational Safety and Health. The new Strategic 

Framework on Health and Safety at Work of the European Union for the period 2014-2020 

identifies the need to improve the implementation of OSH legislation, in particular in micro and 

small enterprises, as one of our three key challenges. It provides tools, sharing good practice and 

carrying out awareness raising campaigns. For example, an Online interactive Risk Assessment 

(OiRA) tool provided by our agency EU-OSHA is a free and easy-to-use sectoral risk assessment 

tool for micro and small enterprises. Currently there are such tools for around 40 sectoral and 

occupational activities, and many more are under development, with social partners being involved 

in the development and dissemination of interactive Risk Assessment (OiRA) tools. 

I would also like to  highlight the potential of social dialogue to improve employment quality in 

SMEs; in this respect, we encourage social dialogue and support the work of EU social partners and 

their national affiliates. Several European Sectoral Social Dialogue Committees addressed the 

specific health and safety situation of their sector. There are also innovative agreements concluded 

by multinational companies with workers representatives that address health and safety prevention 

and action throughout the establishments of the company and in some cases throughout the supply 

chain of this company. The Accord on fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh is one of these 

examples. 

In addition to European-wide policies, different EU Member States have also adopted relevant 

policies, taking into account the national or even subnational context of SMEs. Let me highlight but 

a few examples that may be of interest to this committee:  

a. Several Member States provide funding to young innovative companies and start-ups, with 

some countries also providing financial support to innovation centres by linking universities, 

research centres and businesses.  

b. The Austrian Public Employment Service provides a special non-wage costs subsidy for hiring 

the first employee.  



c. In Finland a National Funding Agency for innovation has been set up to boost renewal, growth 

and job creation in existing SME’s.  Finland also monitors regularly the conditions of SMEs 

and working conditions of their employees.  

d. In Denmark, Growth Funds have been set up to offer advice on financing possibilities (loans) 

and "Growth Houses" that offer advice that help solve problems and map growth potential. 

e. Most countries in the European Union are conducting impact assessments (SME-tests) that 

analyse the possible effects of proposed legislative measures. 

Chair, 

I would like to end with two caveats. The support and appreciation for SME policies in provide 

some indications but do not necessarily confirm their effectiveness let alone their applicability for 

other countries and regions.  

Although they provide valuable insights, empirical studies tend to be restricted to formal, 

agricultural enterprises from the private sector. Also, they tend to exclude self-employed and micro-

enterprises. We therefore stress that there is a need for further investment in data monitoring and 

evaluation – also in relation to the informal sector – to ensure a sound basis for targeted policy 

efforts.  

I thank you, Chair.  


