Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on women entrepreneurship in small and medium sized enterprises, adopted by the Commission on 7 December 2011
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4.
Subject: Women entrepreneurship in small and medium enterprises

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM)

6.
Brief analysis / assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution asks the Commission, Member States, regional authorities and business partners to take measures in order to encourage, promote and support women to become entrepreneurs. It includes proposals for specific actions to support and facilitate women to become entrepreneurs like networks of mentors, role models, sufficient child care facilities, apprenticeships, entrepreneurship education for girls, vocational training programmes for women in industrial SMEs, easier and simplified access to finance and access to markets for women entrepreneurs, exchange of good practices, support for women who want to start up or take over a business, especially family business, collection of comparable statistical data on women entrepreneurs' activities and profiles in Europe, reconciliation of professional and private life, better recognition and social security support for self-employed women across Europe and economic empowerment of women.
7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Many of the adopted proposals of the resolution reinforce and complement the Commission current actions to support female entrepreneurship.

Access to financial and educational support

The Commission has organised on September 28, 2009 a workshop on investment readiness for women entrepreneurs. During the workshop experts on SME financing discussed the experiences of existing projects on investment readiness, including female entrepreneurs, with the view of leveraging these results as widely as possible. The workshop identified a range of support services in the field of investment readiness for female entrepreneurs in Europe and discussed how existing investment readiness schemes could be adapted to the needs of women entrepreneurs. Main conclusions of the discussions can be found in the report on the workshop: http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/newsroom/cf/_getdocument.cfm?doc_id=5508
As a principle, the Progress Facility is to improve access to microfinance and actively promote equal opportunities for women and men (Decision 283/2010/EU). In concrete terms the year 2012 Work Plan of Progress will include a number of new gender equality oriented funding priorities. For example, there will be two new funding priorities in the `Designing evidence-based EU policy and legislation` activity group: 1. collection of data related to legal aspects of gender equality and 2. the development of gender equality indicators and gender statistics.

The Commission is starting the review process of the various types of block exempted aid under Regulation No 800/2008 (GBER). A public consultation is planned for 2012. In the course of this review it will be examined i.a. how the different types of aid have been used by Member States and why, what type of difficulties of application have been encountered, etc. While it is premature to determine the outcome of the substantive assessment with regard to any specific aid category, it can be observed that the exemption regarding aid to small enterprises newly created by female entrepreneurs appears to have been relatively little used in practice so far.

In the general regulation for the next programming period 2014-2020 of the Common Strategic Framework Funds, the Commission has proposed to have an ex-ante conditionality on strategies for the promotion of gender equality, including systems for collecting and analysing data and indicators broken down by gender. Member States and regions are invited to develop evidence-based gender policies and to involve gender bodies and relevant experts in drafting, monitoring and evaluating their interventions. This covers also possible policy and specific actions for women's entrepreneurship. Due to the principle of shared management, it is up to the Member States and regions to decide on specific initiatives and actions for specific regions. Through the Interreg IVC initiative, regions – including regions in rural areas as referred to in the report – can already apply for funding for specific projects in the current period.

Sufficient tools for stimulating female entrepreneurship and the exchange of their practices are also provided in the proposed Rural Development policy: under the training and knowledge transfer measure; the co-operation measure; the LEADER; the farm and business development support, etc. Managing Authorities as well as Local Action Groups under the local development tool of Leader have the possibility to stimulate and prioritise the female participation in projects by targeting women and female entrepreneurs.

Access to traditional business networking opportunities

The Commission has set up the European Network to Promote Women’s Entrepreneurship (WES). WES is composed of government representatives responsible for promoting female entrepreneurship. It has members from 31 European countries. WES members provide advice, support, information and contacts regarding existing support measures for female entrepreneurs. They also help in identifying good practices and give guidance on future policy direction. WES produces a biannual report of good practices on female entrepreneurship:

 http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/promoting-entrepreneurship/women/wes-network/index_en.htm
With regard to mentoring schemes and role models under the Small Business Act the Commission is working on specific actions to promote and support women entrepreneurs.

The first action is the creation of the European Network of Female Entrepreneurship Ambassadors (ENFEA) in 2009. The Commission has successfully mobilised successful female entrepreneurs to campaign on the ground to inspire women of all ages to set up their own businesses and become entrepreneurs. Role models are very important in order to motivate someone to start a new business. Today there are 320 ambassadors in 22 European countries taking part in the network. These countries are: Albania, Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Ireland, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Luxembourg, Malta, Norway, Serbia, Slovakia, Sweden and the United Kingdom.

The Network has been very successful, exceeding already in its first year of operations its objectives in terms of events organised and audience reached (over 7600 would-be female entrepreneurs in 10 participating countries, the other 12 countries joined the network one year later). In addition, many ambassadors have gone beyond their call of duty to only campaign for female entrepreneurship among women of all ages: they also became actively involved in supporting the establishment of new enterprises. Thus, as a result of their work, and with data available from only 6 participating countries, more than 110 new women-owned and women-led enterprises have been created.

Furthermore, the European Network of Mentors for Women Entrepreneurs will be inaugurated in Warsaw on November 15, 2011. The Mentors Network enforces and complements the actions to promote, support and encourage female entrepreneurship that started with the creation of the European Network of Female Entrepreneurship Ambassadors (ENFEA) in 2009.

The Mentors Network will be active in 17 countries: Albania, Belgium, Cyprus, FYROM, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Turkey and the United Kingdom.

The mentors, who are experienced, successful business women and men, will provide advice and support to women entrepreneurs on founding, running and growing their enterprises in the early phase of the life of their businesses (from the second to the fourth year of existence of a new enterprise). Around 500 women entrepreneurs, policy makers and relevant stakeholders are expected to participate in the launching conference of the Mentors Network.

Both Networks (ambassadors and the mentors of female entrepreneurship) are important initiatives to promote female entrepreneurship in Europe; they create replicable model projects for Member States and implement the initiative asked for in the 2011 Review of the SBA for Europe.

To assist the networking of women entrepreneurs, the Commission has also set up the Women’s Entrepreneurship Portal on EUROPA
. The Portal provides links to the websites of women entrepreneurs’ representative organisations, networks, projects and events that relate to the promotion of female entrepreneurship. It helps finding contacts for networking and mentoring.

In response to the call to collect comparable and comprehensive data on female entrepreneurship in the European Union, it has to be noted that the EU-Labour Force Survey provides already now socio-economic information on female self-employed (with and without employees). This does, however, not include SME-related data. The Commission may consider the possibility in the future to extend or complement the existing statistical information depending also on the resources available and priorities identified. Providing the requested information will however necessitate the creation of a new survey or a considerable extension of current surveys, which will increase the burden on SMEs.

In response to encouragement of one-year female entrepreneurship or apprenticeship programmes and support for start-ups by women, the Commission has created a mobility scheme: Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs allows a mobility scheme that allows potential or newly established entrepreneurs to spend a period of time working with an experienced entrepreneur in another participating country on concrete, real-life business projects. These mobility actions aim to help the entrepreneurs enrich their experiences as well as learn directly on the job, get to know new markets outside their home country and network with entrepreneurs in other participating countries. The Programme is open to male and female entrepreneurs, however it has to be stressed that the rate of participation of female entrepreneurs in the Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs Programme is 44% higher than the average rate of participation of women among the self-employed (34.4%) and among the founders of start-ups (30%) in Europe.

With regards to entrepreneurship education for women, a project was financed by the Commission in 2009: Women@business. It targeted women graduates and aimed to help them consider a career as an entrepreneur in their chosen field of interest or study. The project aimed to provide women with the theoretical and practical knowledge necessary for taking up and carrying out entrepreneurial activities. It worked on the active participation of young women in enterprises working alongside successful female entrepreneurs for the attainment of valuable first-hand experience in this field. It furthered the entrepreneurship training for young female graduates and young women from an ethnic minority or immigrant background.

The Bruges Communiqué, adopted in December 2010 by the EU Member States, the Commission and European social partners, defines the reform agenda in the area of vocational education and training for the next 10 years. Among others it calls on Member States to encourage flexible training arrangements (e-learning, evening courses, training during working hours, etc.) in order to promote access to training in different life situations and to adapt to different needs. Continuing training should embrace all types of learning, also including in-company training and work-based learning, and should be equally accessible to both women and men. Furthermore Member States should take specific measures to enhance the participation rate in C-VET of people facing transitions within the labour market and of groups with low participation in training, such as women, the low-skilled and older workers. It is to be stressed the organisation and delivery of vocational programmes is a competency of Member States.

The European Parliament and the Council adopted on 7 July 2010 Directive 2010/41/EU on the application of the principle of equal treatment between men and women engaged in an activity in a self-employed capacity and repealing Council Directive 86/613/EEC.  The new Directive considerably improves the protection of female self-employed workers and assisting spouses or life partners of self-employed workers, particularly in case of maternity. They will be granted a maternity allowance of at least 14 weeks, which will enable them to interrupt their professional activities, if they so wish. At EU level, this is the first time a maternity allowance has been granted to self-employed workers.  The social protection for assisting spouses and life partners (recognised as such in national law) is also considerably improved. They will have the right to social security coverage (such as pensions), if the Member State offers such protection to self-employed workers. This Directive will encourage more women to engage into self-employed activities and improve the protection granted to assisting spouses at national level.

The Commission's policy is to get 'every European digital' and women are one of the target groups to bridge the digital divide. The Commission also agrees that more should be done to raise awareness and provide network support for women. It has recently adopted the 'Connecting Europe Facility'
 which seeks to fund broadband infrastructure across Europe. Furthermore the Commission is working with companies and SMEs to encourage shadowing programmes for young girls. The Commission also encouraged companies to sign a code on conduct on Women in ICT which encourages businesses to think about how they can attract, recruit and retain women in the ICT sector. The Commission is currently reviewing its programmes to raise more awareness of this issue across EU Member States.

It should also be noted that during the European SME Week Summit 2011 on October 7, 2011 a workshop attended by more than 150 stakeholders and entrepreneurs focused on "Boosting women's entrepreneurship in the 21st century". A further conference on women entrepreneurs is planned for October 2012 under the Cypriot Presidency.

Finally, the Commission plans to publish a Communication on Female Entrepreneurship during summer 2012 which will take on board many of the proposals and suggestions included in the resolution and propose to the Member States concrete policy actions adapted to the needs of women entrepreneurs and with high impact potential.
-------------
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