Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on financing EU SMEs' trade and investment: facilitated access to credit in support of internationalisation, adopted by the Commission on 27 March 2013
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The Resolution recalls the main barriers that constrain the internationalisation of EU SMEs, in particular lack of finance, lack of adequate information, the effects of the current crisis, and legal insecurity of investment. It considers that EU SMEs' internationalisation beyond the Single Market should be promoted but that the cross-border development of SMEs within the EU was equally important. The Resolution then urges the Commission to foster the participation of SMEs in global markets by implementing appropriate measures for their internationalisation and their further integration into the EU Single Market, including easier access to capital and information on business opportunities abroad, as well as efficient trade defence instruments (TDIs) aimed at ensuring protection against unfair dumping and subsidies in order to safeguard fair competition with third countries (paragraph 1).

On access to information, the Resolution stresses the need to improve data collection, share best practice and provide better targeted support at national and EU level, and calls for regular cost-benefit analyses to assess the effectiveness of such support (paragraph 3). Moreover, it stresses the need for a mapping exercise to identify existing and missing support programmes (paragraph 4). It also considers it essential for the EU's competitiveness and growth to create a network, as part of a digital platform, bringing together national SME helpdesks, chambers of commerce, Export Credit Agencies (ECAs), business associations and the Commission, in order to provide enterprises with information on a one-stop-shop basis, so that they can fully benefit from the Union's new common commercial policy (paragraph 6).

On access to capital and beyond a range of calls for more support at national level (especially by means of export credits and support for start-ups), the Resolution considers that a holistic strategy for trade finance is urgently needed, and believes that the EU should promote and support incentives to develop SMEs in strategic sectors in a proactive fashion, especially in the case of high-value-added manufacturing (paragraph 12). It furthermore calls on the Commission to study the European business angel market and similar markets worldwide in order to learn from and build up the capacity of business angel network managers in the EU and to provide information on available financial instruments (paragraph 13). It then takes the position that in the medium term the establishment of systematic support for export credits at EU level, with the establishment of an SME export/import facility to disburse additional support to SMEs via ECAs on the basis of national best practice, requires further discussion (paragraph 14). Finally on access to capital, the resolution highlights the need to provide SMEs with further advice at all levels, insists on the need to close the credit gap for microenterprises (paragraph 17), and calls for increased public-private partnerships in the provision of seed money and venture capital to SMEs in the EU (paragraph 18).

The Resolution concludes with a series of recommendations for concrete actions. These include calls for endeavours to simplify the business environment for SMEs (paragraph 19); for the promotion of exchanges between the heads of EU and third-country SMEs along the lines of the ‘Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs’ programme (paragraph 22); to make European SMEs more aware of trade agreements that are being negotiated and international investment opportunities open to SMEs (paragraph 24); and to pay due consideration to improved SME access to anti-dumping and anti-subsidy procedures when reforming the EU's TDIs (paragraph 27). Moreover, the Resolution calls to involve SMEs in the establishment of international standards (e.g. ISO), in particular through the harmonisation of technical rules based on relevant global standards (paragraph 28), and to address the issues identified so far in all multilateral and bilateral trade agreements (paragraph 29). Whilst it welcomes the Commission's decision to propose a review of the directive on the enforcement of IPR, it calls to improve the defence of IPR in all relevant multilateral organisations (WTO, WHO, World Intellectual Property Organisation; paragraph 30). Finally, it calls on the Commission to work actively at EU level and in international forums to tackle harmful financial speculation on food and raw materials (paragraph 31); to fully exploit the investment opportunities for EU SMEs stemming from the European Neighbourhood Policy (paragraph 32); to develop synergies between Commission and European External Action Service to further enhance the Union's commercial diplomacy worldwide (paragraph 33); and to develop an ambitious common industrial policy based on fostering research and innovation that benefits from innovative financing arrangements, such as project bonds. It also supports the development of SMEs, via access to public procurement, in order to maintain its competitiveness vis-à-vis major players in industry and research (paragraph 34).

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The Commission welcomes the Parliament's Resolution and its comprehensive approach in addressing the issue of financing EU SMEs' trade and investment. Given the importance of EU SMEs for growth and the creation of jobs, the Commission considers as appropriate the Parliament's approach of taking stock of specific needs for SMEs in great detail and to propose a broad range of measures targeted at enhancing the internationalisation of SMEs. Along the main lines outlined by the Resolution, in particular but not exclusively as regards access to capital and access to information, the Commission has both implemented a range of measures as well as proposed new ones, which are summarised hereafter.

Upcoming actions

In the context of the Communication on internationalisation of SMEs ('Small business, big world' (COM(2010) 702)), the Commission is currently working on developing the comprehensive and multilingual portal gathering services available at European, national and regional level, which is expected to be launched in the first part of 2013 (paragraphs 3 and 6). The current work on the mapping will continue in 2013 with developing concrete policy measures in the area of SME internationalisation (paragraphs 4 and 32). Other activities will follow in the area of clusters and networks, notably the development of specific training modules and good practices exchanges reinforcing cluster services in promoting SME internationalisation in 2013 and the work on SME internationalisation under the Foundation Clusters and Competitiveness.

On access to capital, the Commission welcomes the Parliament's emphasis on sufficient access to export credits for SMEs, keeping in mind that not all support measures mentioned therein form part of traditional export credits as such. Regarding paragraph 17, the Commission shares the Parliament's view that access to finance for microenterprises is a political priority. This is why the upcoming COSME programme will continue the approach already taken under CIP, where microenterprises form the key target group. Regarding the call expressed in paragraph 18, the existing financial instruments aimed at enhancing SME access to finance are based on risk-sharing and alignment of interest between EU and private financial institutions. In the context of the next MFF the Commission has proposed increasing the EU budget share of this mode of intervention.

As regards the promotion of cross-border exchanges between heads of SMEs (paragraph 22), the Commission has suggested to significantly expand the scale of the Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs programme under the upcoming COSME proposal. The programme now covers exchanges involving entrepreneurs from beyond the EU borders (CIP countries), and would continue operating beyond the EU borders in countries participating in COSME. In the context of the above-mentioned Communication on internationalisation of SMEs, the Commission is assessing needs and scope for further EU-level support in this area.

With regard to the trade defence system (paragraph 27), a modernisation process is underway which aims at improving the current system for the benefit of all stakeholders. The focus lies in finding practical solutions for real problems users of the instruments encounter, in order to render the system more efficient and measures more effective. Therefore, SMEs could find many elements in any eventual proposal and communication that would help them to make better use of the instruments. For example, the proposals regarding transparency and predictability, effectiveness and enforcement, and in particular facilitating cooperation will benefit SMEs. Furthermore, possible guidelines would seem particularly relevant for SME’s, as they would better explain complex investigative analyses and calculation methodologies, and thus facilitate the cooperation in investigations for interested parties. In addition, several improvements aiming specifically at SMEs are also under consideration: upgrading the SME Helpdesk, or raising awareness about TDI through specific information campaigns and workshops.

Regarding trade agreements (paragraph 29), the Commission is committed to address barriers to EU exports in third countries to improve the competitive position of the EU industry, including EU SMEs. Particular issues being raised with our trading partners include lack of acceptance and/or use of international standards, and often burdensome certification or inspection requirements. The Commission insists that our trading partners should join and promote the use of existing sectoral regulatory convergence initiatives, such as the UN-Economic Commission for Europe (ECE) regulations on automobiles, and participate actively in the development of international standards or common regulatory approaches in a broad range of sectors. By negotiating the removal of tariff barriers and non-tariff barriers, the EU can open new markets for its exporters. The EU does this through the WTO (multilateral trade negotiations) and through its bilateral trade relations with individual countries and through a market access strategy designed to target and remove individual barriers in key export markets, both tariff or non-tariff barriers.
On paragraph 31, the Commission also tabled legislative proposals to review the Markets in Financial Instruments Directive (MiFID), which are expected to significantly improve the functioning of commodities derivatives markets.

Actions already being implemented

With a view to access to capital, the Commission has carried out a study for an "Evaluation of Member States' Business Angel Markets and Policies" (paragraph 13). The final report, which includes useful data and recommendations that merit further discussion, dates from October 2012. It can be downloaded from the Commission's access to finance web portal (http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/finance/risk-capital/business-angels/index_en.htm). The Commission is moreover engaged in an on-going regulatory dialogue with the US, also with a view to explore how to encourage more investment in venture capital. On paragraph 17, the Commission wishes to recall that under the current CIP programme microenterprises form the overwhelming majority of recipients of support. This focus will be maintained under COSME.

On the business environment for SMEs (paragraph 19), the Commission reiterates that simplification is a key priority of its SME policy. The Small Business Act for Europe (COM(2008) 394) and its review (COM(2011) 78) propose a set of concrete measures for the Commission and Member States in order to simplify the business environment (e.g. by promoting one-stop-shops and e-government) and to cut the regulatory burden for SMEs (e.g. by ensuring that the impact of all Commission legislative proposals on SMEs is fully assessed through the application of the 'SME Test').  The network of national SME Envoys together with representatives of EU-level SME business organisations have a key role in monitoring and promoting the implementation of the SBA, including simplification and administrative burden reduction. Moreover, the Commission is implementing a set of specific initiatives to minimise regulatory burden for SMEs, in particular for microenterprises, presented in November 2011.  These measures aim at improving the consultation of SMEs (e.g. the TOP10 consultation on the most burdensome pieces of EU legislation), strengthening the application of the SME Test to put more focus on microenterprises and creating a scoreboard to follow specific legislative proposals regarding possible exemptions and lighter requirements for SMEs in different stages of the EU legislative cycle.

Regarding trade related issues, the Commission is very much committed to help EU operators, in particular SMEs, benefit from the opportunities offered by the EU's trade agreements (paragraph 24). A number of actions are being undertaken targeting also SMEs (exporters, importers, investors) from both the EU and third countries. Key tools used are information material (such as publications and brochures) as well as online tools (for example DG TRADE website, Export Helpdesk, Market Access Database). In addition, the Commission works closely with EU Delegations to improve the information available in those countries, for example by helping the organisation of launch events or road shows. In this respect, the Commission makes use of existing trade structures, such as the Market Access Advisory Committee and its working groups, including Member States and business associations’ channels of communication. With a view to trade defence proceedings (paragraph 27), following the results of the SME study released in December 2010, several steps have been taken in order to help the SME’s involved, e.g. making the DG TRADE website more user friendly and simplified questionnaires for SMEs.
On standardisation, the Commission shares the Parliament's view on the importance of involving SMEs in the establishment of international standards (paragraph 28). Europe is the region that has the largest implementation percentage of international standards, and Europe’s strong position in international standardisation needs to be maintained. Against this background, the new Regulation on European Standardisation (EU) No 1025/2012 includes a number of actions to improve SME access to standardisation both at European level and, more importantly for influencing international standards, at the level of national standards bodies who are members of ISO and IEC. These measures include appropriate representation and effective participation of SME representatives at all stages of European standardisation and a range of possible actions for SMEs at national level. The Regulation also enables the Commission to finance European level stakeholder organisations including a European organisation representing SMEs in standardisation, while the Member States are encouraged to provide financial support for SMEs at national level. In the field of information and communication technologies, the new Regulation establishes a system whereby existing global standards which meet criteria based on the WTO TBT code can be identified for use in public procurement.

The Commission is committed to provide Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) support to SMEs (paragraph 30). It is funding several projects aimed at improving the knowledge of EU SMEs on IPR and helping them to manage and protect it more effectively. Since 2008, the China IPR SME Helpdesk (www.china-iprhelpdesk.eu) supports EU SMEs to protect their IPR in or relating to China through the provision of free information and services. The Commission will launch in spring 2013 a similar helpdesk in South-East Asia. Since 1999, the European IPR Helpdesk (www.iprhelpdesk.eu) provides information and first line advice on IPR to EU SMEs and researchers involved in EU funded research programmes and in transnational business deals within the EU. Additionally, since 2007, the Commission supports a network of National IP Offices (www.innovaccess.eu) to strengthen SME support at Member States level.

On paragraph 31, the Commission notes that price fluctuations are a normal feature of markets, whereas in specific circumstances excessive price volatility can be detrimental for small companies. Regarding raw materials, the Commission welcomes the call of the Parliament to work actively at EU level and in international forums to tackle harmful financial speculation. The Commission cooperates with its partners in international fora (such as the International Study Groups, G8 and G20) in the area of raw materials and also works on the implementation of its 2011 Raw Materials Initiative (COM(2011) 25). As regards agri-food products, several on-going initiatives aim at improving transparency on both physical and financial markets. At international level, the Commission actively contributes to the Agricultural Markets Information System (AMIS) launched by the G20 and managed by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO). At EU level, it has set up the European Food Prices Monitoring tool, which aims to provide more information on price transmission along various food supply chains. Through the High Level Forum for a Better Functioning Food Supply Chain, the Commission seeks to further improve this tool, and is promoting the development of national food price observatories.

The Commission fully shares the Parliament's call (paragraph 34) for the EU to develop an ambitious common industrial policy. The Communication on "A Stronger European Industry for Growth and Economic Recovery" (COM(2012) 582), adopted on 10 October 2012, notably proposes a partnership between the EU, its Member States and industry to step up investment into new technologies and give Europe a competitive lead in the new industrial revolution. High value-added manufacturing (consistent with the Resolution's paragraph 12) is at the core of the Commission's proposed industrial policy.
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