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“We must help SMEs to 
adapt to the new and 
innovative business 

models which will shape 
circular economy ” 

(Fulvia Raffaelli, European 
Commission)

“Too many SMEs must 
still rely on their own 

financial resources and 
technical expertise, when 

they want to become 
more circular. In this way 

we will not meet 
European goals’’

(Claudia Fusco, European 
Commission)

“There are many examples which showcase that 
joining the circular economy is possible for SMEs 
and can be a great investment. We should only tell 

this to all SMEs!” 

(Geanne van Arkel, Interface)

Over: 

135participants

from at least20
EU member states

Figure 1: Selection of figures on- and quotes from the Conference

Pitches during the conference helped to facilitate 5
potential deals with banks / investors, 

and resulted in many more leads for GSPs and SMEs

Experts from: KPMG, MVO Nederland and Circle Economy have engaged with
representatives of  at least 40 SME support organisations or 
regional authorities on how to establish effective support programs to help 

SMEs join the circular economy.

Participants included: 
34 representatives of SME support organisations;

31 representatives of Regional authorities;

and 53 representatives of GSPs / SMEs.



3© 2018 KPMG Advisory N.V., registered with the trade register in the Netherlands under number 33263682, is a member firm of the KPMG 
network of independent member firms affiliated with KPMG International Cooperative (‘KPMG International’), a Swiss entity. All rights 
reserved. 

Bringing stakeholders from all over Europe together

As part of the pilot project Boosting the circular economy among SMEs in Europe, the 
European Commission has hosted a two-day conference. The goal of this conference was two-
fold: (1) helping SME support organisations and regional authorities from all across Europe to 
develop SME support programs and (2) helping promising Green Solutions Providers (GSPs) to 
scale-up across Europe. Over two-days more than 135 people from at least 20 EU member 
states attended the conference. The majority of which were representatives of SME support 
organisations and regional authorities. Whom we have inspired- and helped to set-up regional 
programs to help SMEs implement circular economy practices. We have helped the 
participating GSPs and other SMEs to: (a) sharpen their pitch and business model, (b) attract 
financing from private investors and/or EU funding programs and (c) pitch their solutions to 
possible business partners.

An event to multiply the impact of the overall project
Through the project Boosting the circular economy among SMEs in Europe, the Commission aimed to 
explore which route is most effective and efficient to boost the transition towards a circular economy for this 
target group. The following routes were tested: 

• Training 29 SME support organisations on how to establish circular economy support programs;

• Consulting 5 regional authorities on how they can accelerate the transition in their region;

• and Helping 13 highly promising circular solutions (for SME’s) to scale-up across Europe. 

By testing these routes the Commission may already reach up to approximately 800,000 SMEs. Which 
corresponds to roughly 3.8% of all SMEs in Europe (Eurostat, 2018). However significantly more SMEs 
would need to be reached in order to realize a fast and smooth transition towards a circular economy. This 
because SMEs face significant hurdles to become more circular. The situation limits the speed at which 
Europe can transition towards a circular economy. Since SMEs account for the majority of economic activity 
in the Europe.

The event was aimed to bring the participants from the aforementioned workstreams- and other
stakeholders together, in order help them: either (x) to estabish programs via which to help SMEs implement
circular economy practices or (y) to scale-up their circular solution across Europe.

This objective was certainly achieved. Over two-days more than 135 people from at least 20 EU member 
states attended the conference. The majority of which were representatives of SME support organisations
and regional authorities. During the conference we have inspired- and helped these entities to set-up 
regional programs to help SMEs implement circular economy practices, amongst others by: (a) showcasing 
various support activities, (b) creating settings in which they could share their experiences, and (c) round 
table discussions facilitated by experts of: KPMG, MVO Nederland and Circle Economy.

We have helped the participating GSPs and other SMEs to: (e) sharpen their pitch and business model, (f) 
attract financing from investors and/or EU funding programs and (g) pitch their solutions to possible 
business partners.

For a summary overview of the conference agenda, see: figure 1.
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Figure 2: Conference agenda summary

To round-up the pilot project Boosting the circular economy among SMEs in Europe, the 
European Commission in collaboration with: KPMG, MVO Nederland and Circle Economy has 
organized a two-day conference. The goal of this conference was two-fold: (1) helping SME 
support organisations and regional authorities from all across Europe to develop SME support 
programs and (2) helping promising Green Solutions Providers (GSPs) to scale-up across 
Europe. Over two-days more than 120 people from at least 20 EU member states attended the 
conference. The majority of which were representatives of SME support organisations and 
regional authorities. Whom we have inspired- and helped to set-up regional programs to help 
SMEs implement circular economy practices. We have helped the participating GSPs and other 
SMEs to: (a) sharpen their pitch and business model, (b) attract financing from investors and/or 
EU funding programs and (c) pitch their solutions to possible business partners.

Day 1: Helping circular solutions to scale-up across Europe
The focus of the first day of the conference was to help the selected GSPs and other participating circular
SMEs to scale-up across Europe. 

The programme for this day started with two short plenary presentations by: Arnoud Walrecht (Global Lead 
Circular Economy, KPMG) and Peter Czaga (Policy Officer, European Commission - DG Environment), on 
the project in general and the background of the project. After which the selected GSPs were given the 
opportunity to pitch solutions on stage to the complete audience. Following the plenary opening participants
joined two break-out sessions for which they had applied out of a selection of five:

• Creating circular business models: in total 45 participants which were divided in to groups of four to 
five people, joined this workshop to help them create a- or sharpen their circular business model. This 
was done through a three step process: (1) generating ideas for circular practices, (2) selecting the most 
impactful and realistic idea, and (3) sharpening this idea by filling the Business Model Canvas. Ideas 
included: circular espresso cups, multiple use coffee sticks and circular coffee machines.

• Circular finance desk: difficulties to attract finance is generally perceived to be one of the main hurdles 
for SMEs to be able to implement circular economy practices. During this sessions we aimed to reduce 
this hurdle for 30 parties, whom were given the opportunity to pitch their circular business plan to: 
investors (Rabobank, Circularity Capital) and/or EU funding programs (Horizon 2020, LIFE). Resulting in 
5 potential deals between investors and the entities who pitched.

• What can the European Commission do for you?: During this session representatives from a 
selection EU financial- and non-financial instruments and communities (Horizon, LIFE, SME instrument, 
EASME,EEN and EREK) explained how their instrument/community can help SMEs to implement circular 
economy practices. Roughly 35 people joined this session. Participants made good use of the possibility 
to ask questions about these programs. Many questions focused on: how to maximize the likelihood to 
receive financing through EU programs, and on the suitability of various programs for specific groups of 
SMEs.

Time Agenda item day 1 Agenda item Day 2

8:30-9:00 Registration of participants and welcome coffee Registration of participants and welcome coffee

9:00-9:30 Plenary opening
• Introduction to the project
• 1 min. Pitches by 13 Green Solution Providers

Plenary opening
9:30-10:00

10:00-10:30
10:30-11:00 Workshops Round 1:

• Creating circular business models
• Circular finance desk
• Whan can the EC do for you?

11:00-11:30 Panel discussion on value of SME support 
programs11:30-12:00

12:00-12:30

12:30-13:00 Lunch break 
(Market place with GSPs and information stands of 
Commission programs and initiatives)

Lunch break
(Market place with GSPs and information stands of 
Commission programs and initiatives)

13:00-13:30
13:30-14:00

14:00-14:30 Workshops round 2:
• Circular finance desk
• Business benefits of circularity
• Creating circular business

Round tables: How to help SMEs to become more
circular14:30-15:00

15:00-15:30
15:30-16:00 Networking opportunity

16:00-16:30 Plenary Round-up Plenary Round-up
16:30-17:00 Reception Reception
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• Business benefits of circularity: During this session, KPMG experts provided insights in- and examples 
of how to substantiate the financial- and societal benefits (in terms of externalities) of circular business 
models. In total over 50 participants joined this session. During the sessions there was a lot of room for 
participants to ask questions. Most of these questions focused on the financial viability of the highlighted 
examples. Which helped to convince participants that circular business models can both be financially 
successful while also reducing environmental impact. Other questions and remarks related to that 
goverments could do more to support, reward and incentivize circular frontrunners.

• Creating circular business: For this break-out, meetings were facilitated between GSPs and parties 
interested in applying their solutions from all over Europe. Helping these GSPs to: create business or to 
scale-up by entering new geographical markets.

All sessions were joined by: GSPs and other participating SMEs, SME support organisations and Regional 
authorities. The latter parties could draw inspiration from these sessions to be copied as a support activity 
within their SME support programs.

Day 2: Realizing effective support programs
During the second day the programme focussed more on helping SME support organisations and Regional
authorities to realize effective programs through which to inspire- and help SMEs to adopt circular economy 
practices. The programme started with a short plenary opening- and introduction about the overall project by
Arnoud Walrecht. Followed by a series of plenary speeches:

• Fulvia Raffaelli (Head of Unit Clean Technologies and Products, European Commission 
- DG Grow): Underlined the ambition of the European Commission to transition towards 
a circular economy, and that this transition is an essential and major part of the 
Commission’s efforts to limit climate change. Her man messagw was that the link 
between circular economy and climate efforts will become stronger over the coming
years.

• Claudia Fusco (Head of Unit Environmental Knowledge, Eco-innovation and SMEs, 
European Commission - DG Environment): Explained that although SMEs can only be 
reached through support programs within a regional / local context, these programs and 
individual SMEs both must receive coherent support from the European Commission. 
Since we require a fast and smooth transition towards a circular economy, but other 
stakeholders are not yet sufficiently stepping in to help SMEs or reduce hurdles for 
SMEs to become more circular (e.g. financing).

• Veronique Willems (Secretary General, SME United): Elaborated on how digitalisation, 
globalisation and sustainability are the three main challenges which SMEs face. 
Whereas we need these SMEs to overcome these challenges, since SMEs account for 
the majority of economic activity. She explained that without large scale adoption of 
circular economy practices amongst SMEs, goals with regards to the transition towards 
a circular economy will not be met.

• Teresa Jorge (Policy officer, Comissão de Coordenação e Desenvolvimento Regional 
do Centro): Told about how the Centro region had experienced the study visit they 
received via this project, their insights from this visit and the resulting policy brief, and 
how they will incorporate these insights into the Regional agenda for circular economy. 
Most of her inisghts related to how the Region could stimulate demand for circular 
products and serices, via Green Public Procurement (GPP).
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• Maria Symeonidou (Manager EU Projects, Heraklion Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry): Spoke about why she and her organisation had applied to receive training via 
this project, what her takeaways were from this training and which steps they had taken 
since to establish an SME support programme on circular economy on the island of 
Crete. Her main takeaways were the hurdles for SMEs to become more circular, and 
practical guidance on how to inspire SMEs to think about circular economy practices.

• and Geanne van Arkel (Head of Sustainable Development, Interface): Told the inspiring 
story Interface, which has grown significantly over the past decades through circular 
innovations.

These plenary presentations were followed by a panel discussion. During this panel discussion, panel 
member discussed amongst one another- and with members from the audience around three questions: (I) 
what are the largest hurdles for SMEs to become circular?, (II) How can SME support organisations help 
SMEs? and (III) How can regional authorities advance the circular economy among SMEs? The main 
conclusion of this panel discussion was that SME support organisations and Regional authorities both have 
a key role in reaching, inspiring and helping SMEs to join the circular economy. Therefore the on the ground 
support which was provided via this project was considered to be more than welcome.
The panel comprised of: Guido Leena (Director Sustainable Development, SME United), Sven Schade 
(Assistant to Deputy Director General, European Commission - DG Environment), Jos Reinhoudt (Circular 
Economy expert, MVO Nederland), Maria Grazia Pedrana (Assistant Director International Relations & 
Cooperation, Region of Lombardy), Geanne van Arkel and Arnoud Walrecht. 

In the afternoon four round table discussions were organized. These discussions were guided and facilitated
by experts of: KPMG, MVO Nederland and Circle Economy. The sessions focussed on enabling SME 
support organisations and Regional authorities to share their experiences. Allowing them to share their
challenges and solutions / (best) practices amongst one another. For instance: 

• One region shared its challenges with GPP and was given advise on how to implement GPP guidelines;

• An SME support organisation shared how they used tooling to engage with SMEs on the subject of 
circular economy while they have limited experience in dealing with this subject;

• Representatives from two neighbouring regions met and talked about how they could collaborate;

• and Various SMEs expressed the importance to communicate about finance opportunities, such as 
subsidies and awards, to target groups.

When the group was unable to provide answers to these challenges, often the facilitating experts could
provide guidance or share examples.

At the end of the day, all participants had the opportunity to network and meet. Participants could write down 
questions on a central board, after which others could engage with them regarding this question. The event 
was ended with a reception.
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Contacts
The contacts at KPMG in connection with this 
report are:

Arnoud Walrecht
Director, KPMG Sustainability
Tel.: +31 20 6564584
Walrecht.Arnoud@kpmg.nl

Carlo Cuijpers
Sr. Consultant, KPMG Sustainability
Tel.: +31 6 10380602
Cuijpers.Carlo@kpmg.nl

http://to.kpmg.nl/2iv8HTV
http://to.kpmg.nl/2iv8HTV
http://to.kpmg.nl/2j4tejc
http://to.kpmg.nl/2j4tejc
http://to.kpmg.nl/2i6b5NQ
http://to.kpmg.nl/2i6b5NQ
http://to.kpmg.nl/2i6acoF
http://to.kpmg.nl/2i6acoF
http://to.kpmg.nl/2ivbvAp
http://to.kpmg.nl/2ivbvAp
http://to.kpmg.nl/2hOgmvR
http://to.kpmg.nl/2hOgmvR
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