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Highlights from the hearings organised as a follow-up to the EESC opinion on 

Improving the effectiveness of EU policies for SMEs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

From November 2017 to May 2018, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) organised six 

public hearings in six member states (Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy, Sweden, Greece and Lithuania) as part of 

the follow-up work related to its 2017 opinion on Improving the effectiveness of EU policies for SMEs. 

 

The main objective of the hearings was to debate the effectiveness and efficiency of EU policies for Small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and gather valuable input and feedback from local stakeholders 

on the matter, with a view to finding ways in which they can be improved. Particular emphasis was put 

on the recommendations that have been outlined in the above-mentioned EESC opinion with the aim of 

implementing them at national level. 

 

Issues such as access to finance, improving access to markets and internationalisation, promoting 

entrepreneurship, reducing the administrative burden, simplification, supporting SMEs' competitiveness 

and innovation were at the forefront. The stakeholders were also invited to express their views on the 

current definition of SMEs and on its potential need for revision. 
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EESC hearing in Sofia, Bulgaria on 9 November 2017 

 

The hearing with 66 participants was co-organised by the EESC and the Bulgarian Industrial Capital 

Association (BICA). The following was highlighted: 

 

� Call for a coordinating body for SME policies; 

� The Small Business Act needs to be revised to reflect today's SME reality (in such a way that 

meets new challenges, is legally binding, provides a roadmap and measures for monitoring 

and impact assessment); 

� More accessible funding needed for SMEs; 

� There should be better internal management of SME finance by institutions so that SMEs can 

focus on their core competence instead of administrative burdens; 

� The definition needs to be changed, SMEs have to be able to choose each 2 out of the 3 

criteria to meet; 

� The diversity of SMEs needs to be acknowledged in the definition. An SME in Germany is not 

the same as an SME in Greece or Bulgaria; 

� Think Small First; 

� Bulgarian companies are technologically less advanced and this does not allow them to 

benefit from funding, resulting in a "Catch 22" situation because they cannot modernise 

technologically without funding; 

� Impact assessment exists as a 

legislative requirement, but is not 

effectively implemented in 

practice;  

� Lack of qualified labour, and of any 

human resources in general, is 

critical and threatens the smooth 

functioning of SMEs; 

� Decentralisation and active work 

of the municipalities with the 

micro companies; better 

coordination; a special body for 

SME promotion – as a state 

agency; 

� Do we need a European Entrepreneurship Pillar? 
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EESC hearing in Budapest, Hungary on 29 November 2017 

 

The hearing with 64 participants was organised by the EESC. The following was highlighted: 

 

� SME sector is not a homogeneous community and it requires targeted approaches. There are 

big differences among the SMEs in relation to their size, sector, geography (North or South of 

EU);  

� We need to rethink the definition of SMEs. Suggestion – a company to have the freedom to 

choose which two criteria to fulfil, instead to use the headcount as the leading criteria; 

� Supporting smaller players is key as the majority of SMEs want to be traditional and support 

their communities (How many traditional SMEs actually need and benefit from Horizon 2020? 

Can we copy-paste the United States model, as it does not destroy the entrepreneurs when 

they fail?); 

� We need better marketing for SME promotion policies and more support for advisory 

services; 

� The bureaucratic approach and language used so far is not tailor-made for SMEs. SMEs don't 

understand the Brussels English, nor English in general. We need SME organisations and NGO 

who work as intermediaries to support SMEs and prepare 'ready to use' and easily accessible 

instruments and information. 'One stop shops', are needed - where possible; 

� Until now the main issue SMEs were facing was access to finance, but this year it was first 

time skills shortage! SME training, apprenticeship, long-life learning and transition from 

school to work have to be improved, as the society is changing; 

� We need to address the mismatches between the labour market and skills/training at national 

level; 2/3 of apprenticeships are ensured by the SMEs and business organisations play an 

important role in matchmaking; 

� The Commission has lost the 

momentum to promote SMEs. A 

specific guarantee programme 

dedicated for SMEs – COSME 

programme is still needed and 

should continue to exist after 

2020; 

� In the 2007-2013 financing 

programme period 50 billion EUR 

were allocated to 175.000 SMEs. 

And we have 23 million SMEs in EU. 

These 23 million SMEs are not 

aware of EU programmes and the 
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new challenges and new technology, as they do not have access to information;  

� Promotion and better marketing of entrepreneurship:  every job is important. We have to 

praise the people who open a small company like a small coffee shop and take the risk to pay 

salaries; 

� Hungarian example for accessing credit for SMEs is very commendable: “Széchenyi card”. 

The advantage of this card is a rapid and cheap procedure, as Kavosz -as intermediary -knows 

the needs of the SMEs and makes the preselection. This is why guarantees are key 

instruments. 

 

 

EESC hearing in Rome, Italy on 8 February 2018 

 

The hearing with 76 participants was co-organised by the EESC and the Confartigianato Imprese 

(Italian Confederation of Crafts Industries). The following was highlighted: 

 

� In Italy the impact of new laws on SMEs is not being assessed before they are adopted. The 

guiding principles of the Small Business Act (SBA) need to be rapidly implemented; 

� In Italy the skills shortage in the SMEs – in 180 professions is already visible. Training centres 

for SMEs must be involved in the process. Apprenticeship culture in Italy it is not well 

developed; 

� CNEL (Economic Council for the Economy and Labour) agrees with the EESC on the need to 

change the European definition of small businesses - which includes companies with up to 50 

employees - as in Italy more than half of the companies are made up of very few or even 

single-member units. The current SME definition is not adequate, more precision is needed. 

The categories need to be defined, allowing for a number of variables: industry, life-cycle of a 

company. An undifferentiated EU approach could have adverse effects - also in relation to the 

access to funds. We should consider the differences among these companies; 

� There is not enough EU funding reaching Italian companies: more refined but simple tools are 

needed. Alternative lending – such as crowd-funding could replace traditional lending. Loan 

mediators or mini bonds - structures with specific know-how could facilitate access to 

funding. Perhaps we need guarantee or collateral quotas to provide a stimulus? We have to 

rethink the industrial cost of credit, as it obsolete. ABI price is a good example of credit 

innovation; 

� A more stringent law for public procurement on EU level is needed; 

� Direct contacts and networking between companies can help the small firms;  

� UEAPME (European Association of Craft, Small and Medium-sized Enterprises): 'SME 

definition is still fit for purpose.' EESC and UEAPME: 'There is a need for a consistent 

horizontal policy for SMEs at EU level! We need a reviewed and legally binding SBA!'; 
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� There is a need for differentiation of SMEs policies, as the micro companies, and companies in 

remote areas need the most support. More money in the future EU programmes should go to 

especially the smallest SMEs;  

� We need to improve the rules regarding apprenticeship and ensure lifelong learning. We need 

to protect industrial 

entrepreneurship, as these skills 

need to be learned, only then we 

can launch the e-commerce. How 

important is it to read data and 

indicators? SMEs need financial 

education as well as digital 

education and digital managers. 

Short training courses will not do; 

� A single portal accessible to 

everybody is what SMEs need. 

Better access to the internal 

market for self-employed should 

be ensured and EU trademark law needs to be protected in third counties. The SME 

representatives should be involved in the policy making.  

 

 

EESC hearing in Stockholm, Sweden on 22 February 2018 

 

The hearing with 53 participants was co-organised by the EESC and the Confederation of Swedish 

Enterprise. The following was highlighted: 

 

� 'One rule in, one rule out' and reduction of the regulation on local level is needed. The 

taxation needs to be more SME-friendly, by reducing the tax burden; SME test should be 

implemented. Labelling and other standards are different in all EU countries: we need their 

harmonisation/mutual recognition. The same is valid for education and training certification. 

Skills can be acquired also in non-traditional ways, but the recognition and validation of these 

skills are crucial; 

� Call for a better cooperation between Swedish SMEs and the SME envoy. SME envoys need 

to ensure that there is no gold plating (half of all companies have experience of gold plating 

in Sweden), 'once only' principle should be applied.  An 'SME Guerrilla taskforce' within the 

European Commission should be set-up. A holistic approach to policy without fragmentation 

is needed; 

� SME have difficulties to recruit people, to find the right competencies abroad (linked to costs 

and also to rules on how to immigrate to Sweden); 
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� Entrepreneurs are still not sufficiently familiar with COSME programme opportunities, or 

platforms EU GO and SOLVIT. Contact points for providing advice on goods and services rules 

do not work as they are not available in all languages, information is not complete; 

� EU VAT rules complexity in e-commerce: There should be a threshold for SMEs that do not 

need to declare VAT in the end user's country. Identifying customer's residence for e-

commerce and issuing invoices are problematic; 

� General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) rules are not adapted to SMEs, but complex and 

costly to apply. Postponing for a year the obligation for GDPR to apply in SMEs could be 

considered; 

� Excessive requests for certificates, 

justification and information when 

trying to access EU funds; 

� EESC: SME Scoreboard in the 

European semester is needed. It is 

problematic that no decisions, 

conclusions and proposals stem 

from the SME Assembly week; 

� Freedom to provide services can 

clash with municipal rules: SME vs. 

costly ECJ interpretation; 

� Knowledge building, procurement 

and mentorship support, advisory 

capacities for funding etc. - platforms and networks - for SMEs and for their representative 

organisations. Focus should be on implementation, simplification (Nordic Smart Government - 

a good example of simplification), avoiding dual rules; 'bottom-up' approach (policy-making 

by first taking into account the SMEs), independent impact assessments before the 

legislation is adopted! Need for more transparency in all MS in case of stricter rules being 

implemented than those foreseen in EU legislation. Need for analysis describing the reasons 

for gold plating and its effect to SMEs; 

� The Single Digital Gateway proposal is a very good example of what is needed in the future. A 

definition of social economy at EU level is needed. Need for less bureaucracy and better 

statistics as well as better implementation of rules that exist in EU Public Procurement 

Directive.                                        

 

 

EESC hearing in Rhodes, Greece on 13 April 2018 

 

The hearing with 71 participants was co-organised by the EESC, the Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry of the Dodecanese and the Greek Confederation of Commerce and Entrepreneurship (ESEE). 

The following was highlighted: 
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� Insular Greece has almost 90% of family, small and micro businesses, with the exception of big 

hotel businesses and affiliates. 80% of GDP for Dodecanese islands comes from tourism 

sector;  

� EU has failed to create an EU with equal opportunities for all; 

� Challenges that Greek SMEs are facing are: problems in getting funding and accumulating the 

primitive investment capital (COSME programme is important, but the flow of funding 

remains slow and selective); lack of liquidity;  lack of venture capital and lack of support 

mechanisms of the state (e.g. the biggest share of private investments in tourism 

infrastructure comes from hotel owners); lack of digital skills; problem of non-performing 

loans (every healthy business with sustainability plan and a healthy marketing plan deserves a 

second chance); insufficient links between universities and businesses (EU could link markets 

with the universities via the Chambers of Commerce; within Erasmus there could be focus on 

entrepreneurship); unfair competition (in the tourism sector exempting the short-term leases 

from taxes is problematic when big corporations are managing a lot of apartments and when 

seasonal tourism workers have no affordable private accommodation available); insularity; 

migration crisis in the Mediterranean; reconciling mass and luxury tourism; 

� Dodecanese has a very robust economy that supported the GDP of the entire country. 14 % of 

all the beds for tourist accommodation in Greece are in Rhodes; The Small Business Act (SBA) 

was very ambitious, but it did not work well in the South Aegean on its 60 islands. The EU 

programmes need to be brought geographically closer (to the intermediaries – the chambers 

of commerce) and made more user friendly;  

� Targeted financing, micro financing, simplification, reducing red tape are needed. Red tape is 

hindering the applications from SMEs, which is why 100% absorption of the aid and grants was 

not reached. Greece was slow to respond to EU funds available. EU programmes (e.g. 

Horizon 2020) should be adapted to more traditional business. SMEs from the south are often 

excluded from receiving EU funds; 

� The banking sector is unable to support the SMEs. The SMEs in the islands of Dodecanese 

have suffered with the blow of equalisation of the VAT. Previous reduced VAT for this region 

had been seen not as a privilege but as a measure that tackled insularity. The cost of 

managing and reporting the VAT for an SME is much more higher than for a large company; 

� A real single market is needed: harmonisation of VAT and taxation is needed in the EU to 

ensure the level playing field for SMEs and their competitiveness; 

� Insularity clause should be included in every piece of Greek legislation; 

� Will the EU be able to improve the financial framework, with higher specialisation, or will the 

division between the north and south lead to division between strategic design being 

concentrated in the North and low salaries concentrated in the South?;Regional Operational 

Programmes are used to support the national programmes to foster entrepreneurship. The 

Greek regions send the funds to the national programmes which is illogical; 

� Common strategy for bankruptcy issues, restructuring, and adjustment to digital era is the 

best response against the voices of division. Encouraging SMEs should not be focused on 

employment initiatives, but on constructing permanent structures for their support. Impact 

assessments  evaluating the impact of each policy on SMEs should exist; 
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� ESEE is against any further 

relaxation of criteria in the 

definition of SMEs. SMEs in EU-28 

already account for 99.8% of all 

enterprises and a relaxation of 

definition’s criteria would 

substantially circumvent the 

definition itself. ESEE proposes 

the creation of a separate 

category of very small micro 

enterprises which employ less 

than five persons; 

� A great gap exists between what 

is being said in the EU institutions and in the member states. Better information flow is 

necessary, also from national to European level.  

 

 

EESC hearing in Vilnius, Lithuania on 9 May 2018 

 

The hearing with 77 participants was organised by the EESC. The following was highlighted: 

 

� SMEs in Lithuania are the backbone of the economy, as 99, 8% of all companies are SMEs. 

They account for 3/4 of employment, 9% more than average in the EU which is 2/3 of 

employment. Their added value is 69,9 %, which is more than the EU average. There are 

95.000 SMEs in Lithuania and 64.000 of them employ up to 5 employees. In Lithuania every 

year some 200-300 legal acts relevant for SMEs are adopted and small businesses suffer from 

this. Administrative burden is excessive, there is gold plating of EU rules on national level; 

� Lithuania has very good results in internationalisation, but rather weak results in giving 

entrepreneurs a second chance. Brain drain in Lithuania is also a problem. It has very positive 

results in terms of responsive administration, access to finance and state aid and public 

procurement. It has however poor results in the area of skills and innovation. Innovation 

performance of Lithuania remains moderate, especially in R&D (27% drop in R&D in 2016).  

Way forward: Agencies in the area on innovation should consult SMEs and as intermediaries 

should provide guarantees and soft loans to them. Lithuanian companies should start 

investing in innovation, smart specialisation, automation and robotisation. Green economy is  

also important; 

� Lithuania significantly improved in SMEs access to finance especially through corporate 

investment, but loan rejection rates remain high. Way forward in assisting SMEs in the EU and 

Lithuania would be EU funding: EFSI, EU Defence fund, future Single Market programme, 

European Regional Development and Cohesion Funds, Horizon Europe, InvestEU; 
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� SMEs are competing on the same level as the large companies, but do not have the same 

administrative or sales support. They need to offer a valuable product, competitive prices, 

fast sales and R&D. EU could bring scientific institutions and businesses together and create 

synergies that are not being created at national level; more cooperation is needed by opening 

foreign scientific institutions to SME organisations to create an open science access centre. 

Manufacturing in the cities and the concentration of engineers in cities is not enough, regions 

are left behind. EU support should focus on high value products and services in the regions. 

Robotics and industrial manufacturing should be introduced in the regions to stop emigration 

and poverty. Support for promotion is very important as sales are based on trust. EU could 

help the SMEs to pull their resources to meet the demands of larger clients. Process of 

transferring the skills and knowledge should be strengthened in SMEs, also with the help of 

EU; 

� Current SME definition does not reflect reality very well, especially in the traditional sectors in 

Lithuania: perhaps just the financial criteria could be kept with not putting a cap on number 

of employees?; 

� EESC: It believes that Small 

Business Act (SBA) was not 

really implemented in 

practice, which is why for last 

10 years EESC has been 

drafting own-initiative 

opinions on SME related 

topics: on  access to finance 

for SMEs, on family and 

traditional companies, on 

improving effectiveness of 

EU SME policies, on 'Think 

Small First' principle. SBA 

principles 'Think Small First' and 'once only' need to become legally binding. SME test is not 

effective. SME definition: very vulnerable micro companies should be better covered in the 

definition, so that more funds and better targeted support is available to them. It is easy to 

serve the bulk of medium companies so that the funds are distributed, but we need to pay 

attention to everyone. SME Envoys: EESC believes the business community should be better 

and more efficiently represented there. SME assembly and SME week: EESC believes that 

tangible results are needed, as Commission allocates a lot of money to organise this events. 

Appropriate support mechanisms for all SMEs do not exist, as few SMEs - less than 10% are 

innovative and can access EU funding available. Lack of skilled people is becoming the biggest 

problem of SMEs, no longer access to financing. 
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Summary 

 

The European SMEs are the backbone of Europe's economy. Despite their national 

specificities, they also have common and recurring problems. Several common issues that 

SMEs are facing in their daily struggle to survive, grow and provide jobs have been noted in all 

six hearings that the EESC has organised. 

 

Their difficulty in accessing the EU funds and bank loans persist. This is especially true for the 

traditional businesses all over Europe that are not innovative, but provide jobs in restaurants, 

bakeries etc. Venture capital and funding for research and development at SME level are also 

lacking. SMEs are also struggling with bridging the skills gaps caused by changes brought 

about by digitalisation, technological advances and globalisation. The excessive 

administrative burden, gold plating and the growing corpus and complexities of new 

legislation on EU and national level continue to stifle them because of their limited resources 

and capacities. Specific concerns related to taxation rules in cross-border online trade, 

transition to the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) rules and lack of linkages and 

cooperation between SMEs and bigger companies, as well as research institutes and 

universities have also been stressed. 

 

Clusters development in high technology sectors and support on local, regional and national 

level is needed to support them. The EU institutions can also help to close this gap. The role of 

SMEs when it comes to employment is vital and here the training is key to ensure lifelong 

learning of the labour force so that it can adapt to changes in innovation and production. The 

definition of SMEs has also been discussed at the hearings, as a lot of different categories of 

SMEs have been gathered under the same umbrella definition. These different SMEs, such as 

micro companies or family businesses have different and specific needs that require targeted 

support. In this context let us not forget that the recent crisis reduced the core fabric of SMEs 

and that they are just starting to recover. And this is why we need to help them reduce the 

red tape in line with what the EESC has stated on numerous occasions: to make the Small 

Business Act and its principles 'Think Small First' and 'once only' legally binding. 

 

 

 


