


Facing environmental 
challenges together
Climate change, scarcity of energy supplies and the need for sustainable development 
are changing the way we think about and do business. Demand for environmentally 
friendly products and services is increasing, opening the way for new business 
opportunities. But environmental legislation is becoming more complex, and the costs 
of non-compliance higher.

Lack of information, insufficient expertise, and scarcity of resources make it difficult 
for SMEs to comply with environmental legislation. This also prevents them from fully 
exploiting the opportunities for increased efficiency, competitiveness, innovation and 
growth offered by sound environmental management. The Commission is working 
together with Member States to make it easier for SMEs to tackle these problems and 
to transform the environmental challenge into business opportunities.

What is the EU doing?
Providing environmental advice to SMEs
The EU is training environmental experts in business support organisations such 
as business associations and chambers of commerce. The European Commission is 
funding environmental experts within the new Enterprise Europe Network who 
can help small businesses through on-site visits, information and expertise.

Since October 2007, the European Compliance Assistance Programme (ECAP) funds 
actions to make it easier for SMEs to comply with their obligations and improve their 
environmental performance. A new website enables SMEs to quickly find general 
information, in their own languages, on existing and forthcoming environmental 
legislation which affects them. It also provides information on the tools available for 
environmental management, funding opportunities for green technologies, best 
practices, and national initiatives, etc.

For more information on EU environmental policy and SMEs, visit:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/sme/

To find your local contact point of the Enterprise Europe Network, visit:  
http://www.enterprise-europe-network.ec.europa.eu/index_en.htm

Assisting SMEs in eco-management
The Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) has been 
recently revised by the European Commission. EMAS assists 
businesses in fostering sustainable development and managing 
their environmental impact by planning, review and improve their 
environmental performance, optimising the use of raw materials, 
transport, services, water and energy, and complying with 
environmental legislation. By using the EMAS logo, businesses 
not only increase environmental efficiency, but also get greater 
visibility and improve their company’s image. The benefits 
from the system often also include cost efficiencies, as well as 

opening up new business opportunities in markets where green production processes 
are important. SMEs can take advantage of specific derogations applicable to the 
maintenance of EMAS registration. They can also benefit from faster, less bureaucratic 
and cheaper registration through EMAS Easy – a coaching process designed for SMEs.

Find out more here about how to use EMAS:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/emas/index_en.htm 

 “Nothing that is ecologically wrong can be economically right. We need the best, safest and 
most ecologically friendly solutions everywhere. More growth can only be sustainable growth.”

Günter Verheugen 
Commission Vice-President, responsible for Enterprise and Industry 
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Businesses can make it easier for their clients to identify their 
environmentally friendly products by acquiring the EU Eco-
label. In contrast to EMAS, the EU-Eco label does not evaluate 
the environmental performance of the whole firm, but rather 
highlights the environmental excellence of a specific product, 
taking into account its whole life cycle from design to disposal. The 
scheme is voluntary and gives businesses the opportunity to use 
one label for all their pan-European or global marketing.

Find out more here about how to use the EU Eco-label:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ecolabel/index_en.htm

Promoting energy efficiency
The recent rapid increase in energy prices means that businesses face new challenges 
in keeping production costs low and maintaining their competitiveness. To help 
address this situation, the EU has set the target of reducing energy consumption in 
Europe by 20% by 2020. Added to this are commitments on climate change – cutting 
greenhouse gases (GHG) and increasing the share of renewable energies in EU 
energy consumption to 20% by 2020. The Commission has also produced an Energy 
Efficiency Toolkit for SMEs wishing to improve their energy efficiency. This will not 
only help the environment but also reduce our dependence on energy supplies from 
outside Europe. And there are benefits for business – energy-saving technologies and 
solutions, as well as increased use of renewable energy sources also provide business 
opportunities for innovative companies.

For more info on EU energy policy, see:  
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/index_en.html 

For the toolkit go to:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/emas/pdf/general/energyeff_en.pdf

Intelligent Energy-Europe (funding programme):  
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/intelligent/index_en.html

Providing focused financial assistance
 �The EU’s Research and Development Framework Programme for 2007-13 (FP7) 
provides funding for research projects in the environmental field. SMEs do not 
necessarily need their own research capacity to participate in the programme.

 �Eco-innovation activities also benefit from a budget of €430 million under the 
Competitiveness and Innovation Programme (CIP) for 2007-13. Half of these funds 
are in the form of financial instruments managed by the European Investment Fund, 
while the other half will be used to co-finance projects concerned with the first 
application or market replication of promising innovative eco-technologies.

 �A further €730 million from the Competitiveness and Innovation Programme 
has been earmarked for projects in the field of energy efficiency and renewable 
energy. These funds are managed by the Executive Agency for Competitiveness and 
Innovation (EACI).

 �The European Commission requires Member States to reserve part of their 
Structural Funds expenditure (2007-13) for assistance to SMEs in the promotion of 
environmentally friendly products and production processes, such as effective 
environmental management systems, pollution-prevention technologies, and the 
integration of clean technologies into production processes.

Peter Engelbrechstmüller is a chimney sweep from Lower Austria, who took over the family 
business in 1984 and currently employs 11 people. Since his first EMAS registration in 
July 2001, he has come to appreciate the scheme as a distinctive feature which reflects 
competence and high standards and matches his clients’ wish for environmentally friendly 
services. “EMAS is an excellent tool that corroborates our image of good standing and 
credibility,” he says. “Our customers recognise the company’s environmental policy and like 
to participate and identify with our environmentally friendly practices.”

British SME Mixlance Ltd, which employs a staff of 14, aimed to produce the first 
environmentally friendly modular batch-heater plant, which could be disassembled, 
moved and reassembled with minimum cost and effort. With funding from the EU’s LIFE-
Environment programme, the project successfully redesigned every major aspect of batch 
heaters, making them portable, clean enough to use in urban environments and powerful 
enough to produce any required roadstone recipe.
http://www.mixlance.com/LIFE/
Information about other eco-innovation projects can be found here: �  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/bestprojects/index.htm 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ecolabel/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/index_en.html
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/emas/pdf/general/energyeff_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/intelligent/index_en.html
http://www.mixlance.com/LIFE
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/bestprojects/index.htm


Boosting SMEs’ research and 
innovation
Innovation is today more crucial than ever if a business is to survive and prosper. 
Markets are changing faster and there is increased competition from emerging 
economies such as China and India.

Undertaking research and development and putting innovative ideas into practice is 
often much harder for SMEs than for large firms. Small businesses frequently lack the 
financial resources and the in-house expertise to do research, and it is difficult for them 
to find a competent business partner to develop their ideas and to access programmes 
which co-fund research and innovation activities.

What is the European Union doing on innovation?
The EU’s innovation strategy aims to overcome market failures and remove the market 
barriers which prevent innovative businesses from expanding and flourishing across 
Europe. In order to achieve this objective, the EU adopts policy measures improving, in 
partnership with Member States, the framework conditions for innovation. The EU also 
provides funding. 

The EU’s broad-based innovation strategy targets cross-cutting issues like 
intellectual property rights, standardisation, public procurement. It includes specific 
actions like public private partnerships in the form of Joint Technology Initiatives, the 
Lead Market Initiative and the European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT). 

The main financial tool for the Commission’s innovation strategy is the 
Competitiveness and Innovation Programme (CIP). It provides support for investment 
in innovation activities, primarily for SMEs. It aims to improve access to finance, 
promote eco-innovation and continue to fund EU services in support of business and 
innovation. The Programme has a budget of €3.6 billion for 2007-13.

The Europe INNOVA initiative, funded by the CIP, brings together companies, 
research organisations and investors to exchange successful practices in the field of 
innovation financing, clusters, standards and innovation management in sectors such 
as textile, automotive, construction, eco-innovation, food and drink, ICT, space and 
biotechnology. More than 300 innovation professionals from 23 Member States are 
currently involved in 11 sectoral cluster networks, 10 sectoral financing networks, 6 
standards networks, an innovation management project and the recently launched 
Innovation Platform for knowledge intensive services (KIS). Read more on the Europe 
INNOVA initiative here:  
http://www.europe-innova.org/

The Commission is also supporting development of ‘lead markets’ – that is using 
legislation, standardisation, public procurement and other measures to serve demand 
for innovative products and services in six sectors chosen for their potential: e-Health, 
sustainable construction, protective textiles, bio-based products, recycling and 
renewable energy.

Strong and efficient collaborative networks which operate in a specific geographical 
area can be powerful engines of regional economic development and drivers of 
innovation. Europe does not lack such clusters, but it lacks world-leading clusters 
which are strongly competitive in the global market. The EU intends to focus all 
available instruments in order to strengthen European clusters, especially by 
fostering transnational co-operation between cluster organisations as well as between 
national and regional public authorities and innovation agencies in charge of cluster 
programmes.

“Europe needs to become a truly knowledge-based and innovation-friendly society where 
innovation is not feared but welcomed, is not hindered but encouraged; where it is part of our 
society’s core values and seen to work for the benefit of all citizens.”

Günter Verheugen 
European Commission Vice-President, responsible for Enterprise and Industry

http://www.europe-innova.org
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Mutual learning among policy-makers, and in collaborative networks, will be crucial 
in the future to overcome fragmentation and to spend money more effectively. The 
PRO INNO Europe initiative is supporting such collaborative schemes at policy level in 
different fields of innovation. Read more about PRO INNO Europe here:  
http://www.proinno-europe.eu/

What is the European Union doing on research?
Framework Programme for Research and Technological Development
A high level of spending on research and development (R&D) and technological 
innovation is important for growth and the creation of new jobs. Nearly all Member 
States have set targets for increasing their level of R&D spending. If these targets are 
met, research investment in the EU will rise to 2.6% of GDP by 2010.

In order to give Europe a competitive edge, the EU provides funding for R&D projects. 
The Union fully recognises the importance of SMEs in the innovation process, so a 
substantial proportion of EU R&D funding is earmarked for small business. The 
Seventh Framework Programme for research and technological development (FP7) 
runs from 2007 to 2013, with a total budget of €54 billion of which around 15% is 
devoted to SMEs. In fact, in 2007 19% of the budget was actually allocated to SMEs. 
If this positive trend continues, it is estimated that on average €1 billion in research 
funding will be made available to SMEs annually throughout the lifespan of FP7. In 
addition, the EU share of funding in the total project costs for SMEs has been increased 
and can now cover 50% to 75% of the project costs.

An additional €1.3 billion has been allocated to SME specific actions, helping SMEs 
with no research facilities to outsource research, extend their networks, better 
exploit research results and acquire technological know-how. This funding supports 
relatively short-duration projects involving small groups of SMEs intended to 
solve common or complementary technological problems, or projects led by SME 
associations to solve problems common to large numbers of SMEs.

In the past, the application process for obtaining research funding was complex and 
time-consuming. The Commission has simplified the application procedures by, for 
example, introducing less complicated evaluation and selection procedures and using 
on-line application forms.

How to apply for EU research funding
A dedicated website for SMEs explains the whole procedure:  
http://ec.europa.eu/research/sme-techweb/index_en.cfm

A research enquiries service is also available:  
http://ec.europa.eu/research/enquiries

SME National Contact Points in each EU Member State and Associated State are 
tailored to the specific requirements of SMEs:  
http://ec.europa.eu/research/sme-techweb/index_en.cfm?pg=support

Links
Competitiveness and Innovation Programme (CIP):  
http://ec.europa.eu/cip/index_en.htm 
Innovation policy:  
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/innovation/index_en.htm

Improving how SMEs can benefit from EU research funding

Two FP7 projects for SMEs are identifying good practice for exploiting research results. 
USEandDiffuse targets the health and ICT sectors. The project will create a Best Practice 
Manual to illustrate the most effective ways of presenting and exploiting RTD results, and 
to evaluate their market potential. 
ECOinno2SME focuses on the ECO-innovation segment, particularly biotechnology and 
agriculture, environment and energy. It will evaluate completed research projects with SME 
involvement to identify why these companies performed successfully, and then explore 
ways of publicising the findings effectively.

http://www.proinno-europe.eu
http://ec.europa.eu/research/sme-techweb/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/research/enquiries
http://ec.europa.eu/research/sme-techweb/index_en.cfm?pg=support
http://ec.europa.eu/cip/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/innovation/index_en.htm


Protecting your ideas
Many business opportunities are based on a new idea, a clever invention or an 
innovative way of marketing a product or service. But taking an innovation to market 
takes time and often requires considerable investment. In these cases the company 
needs effective legal protection for its creative ideas – i.e. its intellectual property rights 
(IPR). However, SMEs – with their lack of in-house expertise and human resources – are 
badly placed to tackle the complex legal and technical issues involved.

What is the EU doing?
The European Commission wants to change the IPR culture in Europe. It is therefore 
raising awareness of IPR issues and providing support to enterprises, especially SMEs, 
in making the most of their intellectual property, while taking a tough stand against 
piracy.

It recognises that a proper IPR system which is affordable to entrepreneurs is crucial for 
fostering innovation. Indeed, the countries across the world with the best innovation 
performance also score highly in terms of their level of patenting. This is why IPR is 
seen as a core element of the EU’s initiatives to promote growth and jobs.

The Commission is providing training on IPR issues to SME organisations, in 
partnership with the European Patent Office, so that they can better advise small 
businesses on intellectual property issues. The Commission is also working closely 
with industry to identify where companies experience difficulties in using IPR 
effectively. The Commission has also identified good examples of how businesses are 
supported in IPR in the Member States, and has made recommendations to national 
policy-makers on how measures should be improved to meet the requirements of 
businesses. In addition the European Design Award has been launched.

IPR Helpdesk – protecting research results
There are different legal ways of protecting an innovation: copyright, patent, 
trademark or registered design. The Commission has set up an IPR Helpdesk to help 
entrepreneurs, in particular SMEs participating in European research projects, on 
IPR issues. It offers basic guidance and advice on intellectual property issues and 
its services are free of charge. The IPR Helpdesk’s legal specialists will respond to 
individual legal questions via a helpline, and can also check legal documents. Over the 
last three years the IPR Helpdesk has provided 350 practical advice documents on-line, 
drafted 300 FAQs and responded to 4947 individual questions.  
http://www.ipr-helpdesk.org/

IPR in emerging markets
Responding to requests from business, the Commission opened an IPR helpdesk in 
Beijing in May 2008. It provides free information, first-line advice and training support 
to European SMEs to protect and enforce their IPR in China. Its free services are offered 
in its offices in Beijing as well as through telephone and online enquiry points. A range 
of practical training tools will also be made available on-line and through training 
workshops in Europe and China.  
http://www.china-iprhelpdesk.eu

Strong IPR = good innovation

The European Innovation Scoreboard shows that Europe lags behind the USA and Japan 
and that there is a strong correlation between innovation and the level of patenting. 
However, there are considerable differences within Europe. Moreover, when patent 
registrations are related to population, the leading countries are more than a match for the 
US, which registered 34 794 patent applications in 2006: Germany had 24 867; France was 
next with 8 010, then the Netherlands with over 7 300; in contrast, the UK only put in 4 721 
applications. �  
http://www.proinno-europe.eu/docs/Reports/Documents/EIPR2006-final.pdf

http://www.ipr-helpdesk.org
http://www.china-iprhelpdesk.eu
http://www.proinno-europe.eu/docs/Reports/Documents/EIPR2006-final.pdf
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European Inventor of the Year

Since 2006, the European Patent Office and the European Commission have honoured 
innovative companies and individuals as the ‘European Inventors of the Year’. The 2008 
winners in the category ‘small and medium-sized enterprises’, from the UK company Optos, 
have developed a new laser scanning technology for the eye which allows powerful but 
pain-free examination of the retina: http://www.epo.org/

What about a Community patent?
The European Commission continues to support the efforts made by Member States 
to create a Community Patent and an EU-wide patent jurisdiction. This remains a 
priority if companies are to benefit fully from the opportunities of the Single Market. 
The adoption of the Community patent would reduce the costs of patenting as well as 
increasing legal security for European enterprises. 

New technology – new IPR issues
With the development of satellite broadcasting and the internet, a multitude of 
issues have arisen concerning copyright protection in the on-line environment. The 
absence of EU-wide copyright licences has been one factor that has made it difficult 
for new internet-based music services, such as on-demand music downloads, to 
develop to their full potential. The Commission has looked closely at the issues and 
made recommendations to Member States for improving the EU-wide licensing of 
copyright for on-line music services.

Enforcing IPR against piracy
Counterfeiting is a major problem for European businesses and for the health and 
safety of European citizens. Over 100 million counterfeited and pirated articles are 
seized by customs authorities in the EU every year. Counterfeiting is no longer limited 
only to fashion and design articles, but extends to toys, foodstuffs, medicines, car parts 
and electrical equipment. Enforcement of intellectual property rights in third countries 
is therefore more important than ever.

The Commission is working closely with Europe’s trading partners to combat 
counterfeiting. Regular dialogues on IPR enforcement issues are held with China, 
Russia, and Ukraine. Since June 2006, the EU has been co-operating with the United 
States on issues such as customs co-operation, bilateral relations with third countries, 
and public-private partnerships for enforcement purposes. The EU has recently 
decided to focus its enforcement activities on specific countries:  
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/sectoral/intell_property/ipr_epc_countries_en.htm

In 2004 the EU adopted rules on the enforcement of intellectual property rights such 
as copyright and related rights, trademarks, designs and patents. Rights holders 
across the EU now have a similar set of civil measures that allows them to defend their 
intellectual property. This includes a number of sanctions and remedies, such as the 
injunction to recall, destroy or remove pirated or counterfeited goods from the market, 
as well as the right to financial compensation and damages. The Commission has also 
proposed criminal law provisions to combat IPR offences. These would stipulate severe 
punishments for piracy if there is a risk to health and safety.

Links:
Office for Harmonisation in the Internal Market (to register Community trade marks 
and designs): 
http://oami.europa.eu/en/ 
Community patent: 
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/indprop/patent/index_en.htm 
Copyright and related rights (copyright protection in on-line environment): 
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/copyright/management/management_en.htm 
Enforcement of Intellectual Property Rights: 
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/iprenforcement/index_en.htm

http://www.epo.org
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/sectoral/intell_property/ipr_epc_countries_en.htm
http://oami.europa.eu/en
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/indprop/patent/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/copyright/management/management_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/iprenforcement/index_en.htm


Micro- and craft enterprises 
in the EU
Micro-enterprises – with fewer than ten employees – comprise over 90% of all 
enterprises, employ some 30% of the workforce in the non-financial business economy 
and produce more than 20% of economic value added. Self-employment provides 
16% of total employment throughout the EU. Over the past years, micro-enterprises 
have created the highest number of new jobs in several sectors such as construction, 
transport and communications.

Craft professions – be it carpenter, butcher, baker, roofer, metal worker or information 
technician – are at the heart of Europe’s local communities. They produce mainly 
within their local base, ensure jobs and vocational training for young and old, and 
make an essential contribution to innovation in the European economy. The heads of 
such enterprises are fully involved in all steps of business and they remain in direct 
contact with customers.

Craft and small enterprises face particular problems due to their small size and limited 
resources. The globalisation of the economy and enlargements of the EU have also 
considerably changed the challenges that these enterprises face. Starting up a new 
business and getting the required capital is a challenge, as is finding the right kind of 
finance to expand an established business. Due to their limited resources they suffer 
more from red tape and administrative burdens than larger enterprises. They often 
struggle to keep on top of new developments in information and communication 
technologies, and encounter difficulties finding qualified staff as well as providing 
them with adequate training and education. Moreover, finding successors for retiring 
business owners can also be problematic.

What is the EU doing?
All EU measures to support SMEs are designed with craft and small enterprises in mind. 
They aim to help them benefit from the business opportunities offered by the Single 
Market. The EU recognises the challenges facing SMEs and helps them to overcome 
them by, for instance, employing financial instruments, promoting labour mobility 
and providing innovation and business support to increase internationalisation. The 
EU also promotes forums for co-operation, the transfer of business and access to 
standardisation. Simplification of start-up and administrative procedures benefits 
in particular craft and small enterprises. Furthermore, the Commission’s new proposal 
on reduced VAT rates for labour intensive services should in particular have positive 
effects on SMEs, since the sectors concerned, for example hairdressers, restaurants, 
small repair services etc., are mainly dominated by SMEs.

EU SME policy also addresses specific groups like women entrepreneurs, young 
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs with an ethnic minority background. A good 
example of this is the Commission’s support to women entrepreneurs. Since fewer 
women than men are self-employed, the Commission is encouraging female 
entrepreneurship, for instance by proposing a network of female entrepreneur 
ambassadors. The Commission has also set up a women’s entrepreneurship portal.

“Crafts are the largest enterprise in Europe. They decide whether a region flourishes or not. It 
is they, as enterprises for local and regional concerns, that often do much more than the law 
requires – and often without saying a word about it – because of their social responsibility for 
the public good and we have not by any means given them the thanks and recognition that 
their commitment actually deserves.”

Günter Verheugen 
European Commission Vice-President, responsible for Enterprise and Industry
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A significant proportion of Europe’s economy is not organised solely to make profits 
for investors. The so-called social economy, including co-operatives, mutual societies, 
non-profit associations, foundations and social enterprises, provides a wide range of 
products and services across Europe, and generates millions of jobs. When policy-
makers work to improve the business environment in Europe, they need to ensure that 
their efforts also take account of the specific characteristics of enterprises in the social 
economy.

Encouraging small businesses to invest in life long learning
Increased global competition, the transition to a knowledge-based society, and 
rapidly changing technology transform most aspects of the working life of a small 
firm. In the future, small enterprises will need people with different occupational 
skills, with specific job profiles and with more medium- and high-level qualifications. 
More than ever, all Europeans need to continually update their skills and professional 
competences. This is why the Commission is preparing an exchange programme for 
apprentices to allow them to gain work experience in another European country.

Micro-enterprises in particular are affected by shortages of skilled labour, caused 
mainly by demographic developments, and need to overcome their difficulties in 
attracting the most skilled workers via a life long learning process within the company. 
It is essential for them to invest in e-skills, extend the recruitment processes to new 
groups of the population, develop workability concepts, and foster the mobility of 
their workforce. The Commission strongly supports initiatives to identify future skill 
needs and make education and training more available to employers and employees 
alike throughout their whole professional lifetime. 

Transfer of Business 
A common challenge for craft businesses is to find successors for business owners who 
are retiring. Approximately one-third of European businesses will be affected by an 
ownership transfer in the next ten years. This means that an estimated 700 000 SMEs 
change hands each year. Many of these business transfers fail as the transfer process 
is not well managed. The Commission has started a pilot project to provide advice 
to new business owners who have recently taken over a business. This mentoring is 
provided by business associations and financed from the EU budget.

Links
European Commission web pages on crafts and small enterprises: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/crafts.htm  
European Commission webpage on mobility schemes for small enterprises: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/craft/craft-skills_training/skills_
training_main_en.htm 
European Commission web pages on promoting women’s entrepreneurship: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/women.htm 
UEAPME – European Association of Craft, Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises: 
http://www.ueapme.com/

The Austrian hairdressing salon ‘Elite’ has benefited from the EU’s Leonardo da Vinci 
exchange programme. Several of its staff members have taken part in Leonardo exchanges 
and have returned to Austria with new ideas and skills from other European capitals. For 
example, five Austrian hairdressers went to London to work for a local hairdresser and 
returned to Austria with new styling skills. Some of them have now had the chance to put 
their new skills to good use as they were selected as managers of new Elite salons – thus 
strengthening the Elite brand. �  
http://ec.europa.eu/education/programmes/llp/structure/leonardo_en.html

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/crafts.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/craft/craft-skills_training/skills_training_main_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/craft/craft-skills_training/skills_training_main_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/women.htm
http://www.ueapme.com
http://ec.europa.eu/education/programmes/llp/structure/leonardo_en.html


Support for SMEs at  
regional level
The local business environment has an important effect on small businesses, wherever 
they are located and policies to support and reinforce economic competitiveness 
are increasingly decided and implemented at local and regional levels. The European 
Union has developed instruments to encourage regional development, to support 
initiatives by regional players, and to promote networking between different EU 
regions. These instruments encourage entrepreneurship, support new enterprises, and 
make SMEs more competitive.

Investing to support local initiatives
Cohesion Policy is a central pillar of the EU’s overall strategy for competitiveness, 
growth and jobs. The Structural Funds 2007-13 provide more than €300 billion of 
funding for regional development. More than two-thirds of these funds have been 
earmarked for measures to promote business, jobs and growth. SMEs are at the core of 
the Cohesion Policy which aims at making regions and businesses more competitive. 
By 2013, Cohesion Policy is expected to have invested around €27 billion – the largest 
share of EU funding – in the area of entrepreneurship and business support services. 
Support to R&D, innovation and facilitating the access of SMEs to knowledge will 
benefit from some €86 billion, while promoting the access of SMEs to information and 
communication technologies is expected to reach around €15 billion.

The European Social Fund for 2007-2013 recognises the particular role of SMEs in 
creating new jobs and focuses on giving direct assistance to companies, especially 
SMEs, to help them to adapt to changing market conditions. This includes assistance to 
people (e.g. training of employees and management staff), structures and enterprises 
themselves, through the development of specific business-related services addressing 
the needs of SMEs or their long-term training strategies. It also provides aid to 
people who aim to become self-employed and can also promote entrepreneurship in 
education systems. All in all, these various types of support amount to more than € 16 
billion.

Spending focuses on measures to help SMEs develop, such as innovation, financing 
and business support. All regions are now eligible for funding from the Structural 
Funds. In the less economically developed regions, SMEs can receive direct support, 
under certain conditions, whereas in the rest of the EU, support is mainly available to 
business associations, support agencies, local administrations and other intermediary 
structures. In all regions, the Structural Funds focus on measures such as the co-
financing of business incubators, advisory, training and financing schemes for SMEs, 
technology transfer, and SME clustering and networking.

Finally, nearly €80 billion more will be made available to increase the competitiveness 
of agriculture and encourage the economic diversification of rural areas. Particular 
efforts will also be made in favour of fisheries and regions with specific characteristics, 
such as mountainous regions or the most remote regions of the Union.

The selection of projects for funding is always done at regional level. SMEs and other 
organisations interested in the Structural Funds should therefore contact their local 
authorities to find out more.

Links
The Structural Funds:  
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/country/gateway/index_en.cfm  
Managing authorities at regional level:  
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/atlas2007/fiche_index_en.htm  
Rural development policy:  
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/rurdev/index_en.htm

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/country/gateway/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/atlas2007/fiche_index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/rurdev/index_en.htm
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The JEREMIE initiative
JEREMIE (‘Joint European resources for micro to medium enterprises’) is an initiative 
of the European Investment Bank and the European Commission. It offers regional 
authorities the chance to improve the financing conditions of SMEs by investing 
part of their EU regional development money together with additional funding from 
financial institutions. JEREMIE funds will be used for specific regional actions to boost 
the availability of financial instruments such as venture capital, microcredit and loan 
guarantee schemes. For more information, see:  
http://www.eif.org/jeremie/  
or contact your local authority that manages EU regional programmes:  
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/atlas2007/fiche_index_en.htm

The EU on your doorstep
Small businesses, especially in their early stages, often do not have the resources to 
monitor the many different kinds of assistance EU programmes can provide. Nor are 
they always able to fully assess the innovative and market potential of their products 
or explore new business opportunities, particularly outside the areas they know well.

The Enterprise Europe Network bridges this gap. With more than 550 contact points 
and almost 4 000 experienced staff, the network is the largest in Europe providing 
high quality integrated services to SMEs: information on EU policies, programmes and 
legislation; business partner searches and cooperation databases; brokerage events for 
technology and knowledge transfer; promotion and information material; individual 
on site visits to companies to assess their needs; tools engaging SMEs in European 
policy making; assistance to enhance participation of SMEs in European research.

Following the “no-wrong-door” and proximity principles, SMEs throughout the EU will 
receive local assistance from any network partner, or will be signposted directly to the 
most appropriate service provider. 

Link
http://www.enterprise-europe-network.ec.europa.eu/index_en.htm

‘SMEs get a feel for the bigger picture’

With financial support from the Structural Funds, the Kempen Chamber of Commerce in 
Belgium launched a project to get local SMEs working together to start exporting some of 
their products. After an awareness campaign in the local media, a number of SMEs were 
then offered a package of individual counselling, consultancy and advice. A customised 
export plan was drafted, market research was conducted, and export fairs were targeted 
collectively. Membership of the scheme rose from 125 companies to 393 over the first three 
years. Most were small firms employing fewer than 50 people. See also: �  
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/projects/stories/search.cfm?LAN=EN&pay=ALL&region=
ALL&the=6

European Enterprise Awards – ‘Recognising excellence in regional 
entrepreneurship promotion’

The aim of the European Enterprise Awards is to recognise and reward outstanding initiatives 
by regional bodies which have contributed in an effective and innovative manner to the 
promotion of SMEs.
More than 320 regional and local authorities took part in this competition in 2007, and 48 
nominees were designated at national level. The Bilbao municipal authority Lan Ekintza won the 
Jury’s Grand Prize for its original approach to urban regeneration: buying property in derelict 
parts of town, refurbishing it into business premises by employing unemployed residents, and 
then auctioning the premises to viable new businesses. 
At the award ceremony, in December 2007 in Porto, four other initiatives were rewarded 
in special categories for Enterprise Support, Red Tape Reduction, Investment in People, 
Responsible Entrepreneurship and the Entrepreneurial Trailblazer. �  
http://www.european-enterprise-awards.org/

http://www.eif.org/jeremie
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/atlas2007/fiche_index_en.htm
http://www.enterprise-europe-network.ec.europa.eu/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/projects/stories/search.cfm?LAN=EN&pay=ALL&region=ALL&the=6
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/projects/stories/search.cfm?LAN=EN&pay=ALL&region=ALL&the=6
http://www.european-enterprise-awards.org
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