Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on the Small Business Act, adopted by the Commission on 17 June 2009
1.
Rapporteur: Edit HERCZOG (PSE/HU)

2.
EP reference number: A6-0074/2009 / P6-TA_PROV(2009)0100

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 10 March 2009

4.
Subject: Small Business Act

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Industry, Research and Energy (ITRE)

6.
Brief analysis / assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution focuses on some of the key areas considered by the Commission Communication: boosting R&D and innovation; ensuring funding and access to finance; improving market access, fighting bureaucracy and red tape and turning sustainability into business. The resolution largely endorses the policy initiatives proposed in the Commission Communication.

The following items in the resolution should particularly be noted:

Legally binding character of SBA: The resolution regrets that the Small Business Act (SBA) is not a legally binding instrument and calls on the Council and the Commission to join Parliament in the effort to establish this principle as a binding rule.

Urgent implementation of the SBA: The resolution emphasises the absolute necessity of implementing the 10 guiding principles at European, national and regional level and calls therefore on the Council and the Commission to make a strong political commitment to ensure proper implementation.

Innovation and R&D: the resolution stresses the importance of innovation for SMEs and the difficulties in taking advantage of research opportunities and states that the focus should not only be on high-tech innovation, but that low and middle level of technology and informal innovation should also be considered.

Access to funding: the resolution points out that the main source of funding for SMEs in Europe comes from their own activity and from credits and loans from financial institutions and notes that SMEs are perceived as higher-risk which hampers their access to finance. It calls for a combined effort on the part of financial institutions, the Commission and the Member States to ensure SMEs’ access to finance and to offer them the possibility of consolidating their capital by reinvesting their profit in the company.

Decreasing administrative burden: the resolution emphasises the fundamental importance of evaluating the impact of future legislative initiatives on SMEs. It therefore calls for mandatory, systematic and targeted impact assessments for SMEs, a so called ‘SME test’, the results of which should be subject to an independent evaluation that should be made available to the EU legislative bodies.

Turning sustainability into business: the resolution recognises that efforts to improve sustainability could become an important source of (eco-) innovation and a key asset for industry's competitiveness and draws attention to the fact that SMEs are often not sufficiently aware of new energy efficient and environmentally friendly solutions or do not have the necessary financial resources to acquire them. It, therefore, invites the Commission to investigate how the Community could help SMEs to become more resource and energy efficient.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission welcomes the support offered by the resolution for the policy framework proposed in the SBA Communication in particular in the areas of facilitating SMEs’ access to finance and decreasing their administrative burden.

The Commission shares the resolution's view that it is of utmost importance, especially in the current economic context that both the Member States and the Commission ensure a speedy implementation of the SBA Action Plan and the measures singled out in the European Economic Recovery Plan. The Commission will monitor their implementation on a continuous basis and report back starting with the May Competitiveness Council. The Member States are invited to report on the implementation of SBA principles and actions in the context of the reporting cycle of the Growth and Jobs Strategy.

Regarding making the SBA a legally binding instrument, the Commission points out that the SBA includes a set of important legislative proposals. The Commission adopted in January a proposal on VAT invoicing to further modernise, simplify and harmonise the existing rules. The proposal on the European Private Company Statute is currently discussed at the Council, while agreement has been reached on the proposal allowing Member States to apply reduced VAT rates to locally supplied services. The Commission also adopted on 8 April a proposal to modify the Directive 35/2000 on Late Payments. Furthermore, the SBA contains a package of ambitious measures to which Member States fully subscribed through Council Conclusions including an SBA Action Plan, and through conclusions reached at the December European Council. Finally, as many of the areas covered in the SBA (e.g. education, employment, taxation) are a Member States prerogative, fully respecting the principle of subsidiarity, the Commission aims at supporting Member States in their policies while taking initiatives, in partnership with Member States, only in areas where a EU added-value is clearly present.

The Commission fully shares the view on the importance of innovation for SMEs and recognises the need to assist SMEs in taking advantage of research opportunities.  Therefore, efforts to increase the participation of SMEs in the 7th R&D Framework programme continue to be a priority. Finally, the Commission agrees that all forms of innovation need to be promoted, for innovation comes in many forms other than technological innovation, including organisational innovation and innovation in services. In this context, while increased competition constitutes the most efficient instrument to stimulate innovation, policy measures and innovation support mechanisms may also have an important role to play.

As the resolution highlights, easing SMEs’ access to finance is one of the urgent priorities. This is also one of the key priorities in the Recovery Plan which announced a set of measures to help SMEs’ to cope with economic crisis. To loosen the supply of much needed credit, the European Investment Bank (EIB) has put together a package of € 30 bn for loans to SME's, an increase of 50% over its usual lending in this sector. It is also reinforcing by € 1 bn a year it's lending to mid-sized corporations and providing an additional € 1 billion for a mezzanine finance facility. Moreover, the Commission speeded up its State aid decision-making and temporarily authorised Member States to ease access to finance for companies through subsidised guarantees and loan subsidies for investments in products going beyond EU environmental standards.

The Commission fully shares the view expressed in the resolution on the importance of assessing the impact of future legislative initiatives on SMEs. Therefore, to translate the “Think Small First” principle into practice in all business-relevant EU legislative and policy initiatives, the Commission is using an “SME Test” to evaluate the impact of forthcoming proposals on SMEs.  This “SME Test” is an integral part of the Commission’s revised impact assessment guidelines.  It urges the Member States to apply an equivalent test in their national policy and law-making process.

The Commission welcomes the importance attached to public procurement in the resolution. Indeed, it urges the Member States to apply the Code of best practices to further simplify the procedures, e.g. by making an extensive use of e-procurement. The Commission will also promote the use of the Code among stakeholders and monitor the share of SMEs’ access to public procurement closely.

Climate change, scarcity of energy supplies and sustainable development are key challenges for SMEs which have to adopt more sustainable production and business models.  The Commission agrees with the resolution’s statement that SMEs are often not sufficiently aware of new energy efficient and environmentally friendly solution. Therefore, it is putting in place a network of environment and energy efficiency experts in the Enterprise Europe Network providing advice on eco-efficient operations, markets potential and funding opportunities. It is also facilitating SMEs’ access to the Eco-Audit and Management Scheme (EMAS) through lighter administrative procedures.

Overall, the Commission welcomes the recommendations put forward by the resolution and will take the resolution suggestions into account when implementing the SBA.
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