Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on Entrepreneurship 2020 action plan – Reigniting the entrepreneurial spirit in Europe, adopted by the Commission on 4 February 2014
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rules 115(5) and 110 (2) of the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure by the Committee on Industry, Research and Energy (ITRE)
2.
EP reference number: B7-0466/2013 / P7_TA-PROV(2013)0512

3.
Date of adoption of the Resolution: 21 November 2013

4.
Subject: Entrepreneurship 2020 action plan

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The Resolution highlights the importance of business and entrepreneurial attitudes and the promotion of an entrepreneurial spirit across Europe.  It notes how European and Member State policies and actions can support these goals and takes a broad perspective on relevant policy areas.  Substantial portions of the resolution address the Member States as well as or rather than the Commission (notably paragraphs 3, 6, 9, 15, 18-20, 31, 34, 42, 45, and 46), underlining the need for action at appropriate levels by a variety of actors in this area.

It expects that promotion of entrepreneurship will include all types of enterprises (paragraphs 1, 37, 49) and acknowledges the need for initiatives at all relevant levels (paragraph 3).  It considers entrepreneurship support in relation to employment and supports the concept of the Youth Guarantee (paragraph 9).  The resolution supports such Commission initiatives as work in the areas of clusters (paragraph 11), the Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs programme (paragraph 13) and the Enterprise Europe Network (paragraph 13).  It calls for additional funding for measures related to start-ups (paragraph 15) and also supports strengthening entrepreneurial education (paragraph 17).  The resolution welcomes the Knowledge and innovation Community concept which should have entrepreneurship concepts embedded in it (paragraph 22) and seeks further awareness-raising efforts around access to finance for SMEs (paragraph 23).  It seeks an improved tax environment for start-ups (paragraph 24) and underlines the need for continued attention to reduction of administrative burdens on SMEs and starting up businesses (paragraphs 25-29, 33, 43).  It urges alignment of complicated VAT rules (paragraph 31) and agreement on the directive on recognition of professional qualifications (paragraph 53).  The resolution supports the ‘second chance for honest bankrupts’ approach (paragraphs 36, 46) and also the Commission’s working group on liberal professions (paragraph 37).  It proposes as assessment of the benefits of securitisation of micro-loans (paragraph 41) and calls for more reliable data on female entrepreneurship (paragraph 48), as well as special attention to other underrepresented groups in the entrepreneurial world (young, elderly, disabled, immigrants)(paragraph 51).  It also calls for further development of ICT skills (paragraph 50).

6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission welcomes the European Parliament resolution and its support for a comprehensive approach to reigniting the entrepreneurial spirit in Europe.

Further measures to encourage hiring of young people

The Commission welcomes the fact that the resolution both supports the ambition that lies behind the Youth Guarantee and recognizes the importance of allocating sufficient funding to national Youth Guarantee schemes (paragraph 9). The Council Recommendation on Establishing a Youth Guarantee, adopted on the 22nd April 2013, constitutes a powerful structural reform to mitigate the effects of the Youth Employment crisis by activating young people with as little delay as possible, thus keeping them in touch with the labour market or ensuring further education. Similarly, the design and implementation of a national Youth Guarantee scheme requires national budgetary support in the mid- to long-term to maximise the returns on investment. As a complement to national budget allocations, Member States can draw on European Social Fund during the next multiannual financial framework for 2014-20 and on support from the dedicated EUR 6 billion Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) for the most affected regions.

The Commission also welcomes the emphasis which the European Parliament Resolution places on measures to promote entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial education and training. Under the Entrepreneurship 2020 Action Plan and the EU Programme for Competitiveness of Enterprises and Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (COSME), the Commission plans to continue to support exchanges of best practices in entrepreneurship education, to follow up with the Member States in this area, and to develop a pan-European learning initiative in this area.

The Commission shares the view that further efforts are needed to assess measures (for instance, tax relief) to encourage SMEs to employ young people. More broadly, 'assessment and continuous improvement' of all measures under national Youth Guarantee schemes is one of the overarching guidelines set out in the Council Recommendation on establishing a Youth Guarantee. Such assessments ensure that evidence-based polices and interventions can be developed on the basis of what works, where and why, thus ensuring the efficient use of resources and positive returns on investment.
Support for clusters

The Commission welcomes the resolution’s call for support of clusters (paragraph 11), in accordance with the subsidiarity principle whereby the establishment of clusters is primarily within the remit of authorities at the appropriate levels.  The Commission currently envisages further support for entrepreneurship via clusters through actions under COSME and Horizon 2020, such as formal integration of entrepreneurship into the European Excellence training courses for cluster managers and supporting cluster-facilitated demonstration projects for new industrial value chains that will foster innovation and entrepreneurship across regions and sectors.

Knowledge and Innovation Communities (KICs)

The Commission welcomes the Parliament's reference to the Knowledge and Innovation Communities (KICs) and the importance of entrepreneurship (paragraph 22). However, it should be noted that there are no opportunities for creating a KIC solely focussed on entrepreneurial education during the next programming period, given that the Strategic Innovation Agenda of the European Institute of Technology already defines the themes of the new KICs that will be developed during this period (Healthy Living/Active Ageing and Raw Materials in 2014; Food4Future and Added-Value Manufacturing in 2016; Urban Mobility in 2018).

Digital single market

The Commission welcomes the resolution’s emphasis on the key role of ICT as a driver for entrepreneurship and innovation (paragraphs 12, 50).  The Commission has developed multiple initiatives to unleash business opportunities in the digital era, including the five-pillar roadmap on Digital Entrepreneurship consisting of the full implementation of the Digital Single Market, boosting digital transformation, access to finance, e-leadership skills and entrepreneurial culture.  The Commission is currently in the process of setting up a strategic policy forum on digital entrepreneurship, to reinforce dialogue amongst science, industry and politics, share experience, and build consensus on key policy priorities. The Digital Entrepreneurship Monitor has been set-up as of January 2013, to provide continuous information on the statistical outlook and relevant policy initiatives on Digital Entrepreneurship of all EU countries and main international business partners, and measure progress over the years to come.  A major pan-European awareness-raising campaign and a European eMentoring ecosystem on Digital Entrepreneurship has started in December 2013 to spark and support new business ideas empowered by advanced digital technologies.

Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs, Enterprise Europe Network, business support services

The Commission welcomes the resolution’s support for business support services, especially for small businesses, (paragraph 10) and for the expansion of the Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs (EYE) initiative and for the Enterprise Europe Network (paragraph 13) providing information and advisory services through local and regional intermediaries.

The Commission plans to continue to offer business support through the EEN under COSME and also, per its Entrepreneurship 2020 Action Plan, urges the Member States and administrations at all appropriate levels to offer high-quality business support services, including facilitating opportunities for experienced older entrepreneurs to serve as mentors to younger entrepreneurs.

The EEN can promote EU programmes such as EYE and an expansion of EYE is envisaged under the COSME programme.  Specific targets for EYE participation will be defined taking into account the quality of proposals received and their cost-effectiveness.  The Commission further agrees that all varieties of business models should be taken into account when providing business support services to create a business-friendly environment.

European Social Fund

To date, the European Social Fund (paragraph 15) has emphasised the importance of strengthening entrepreneurship. It has taken concrete actions to support entrepreneurship through promoting job creation and innovation, workforce adaptation and adaptability in work organisation. In the future programming period (2014-2020) the ESF will support the following investment priorities linked to entrepreneurship:

· self-employment, entrepreneurship and business creation including innovative micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises,

· adaptation of workers, enterprises and entrepreneurs to change,

· promoting social entrepreneurship and vocational integration in social enterprises and the social and solidarity economy in order to facilitate access to employment.

Promotion of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship education

The Commission anticipates that the promotion of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship education (paragraph 17) will receive due attention within the framework of its responsibilities, notably under COSME which will support a variety of efforts under this theme, including support for women entrepreneurs, a pan-European education initiative, and Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs. Further, it should be noted that the inclusion of entrepreneurship in curricula is being promoted through the Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 December 2006 on key competences for lifelong learning. With regard to competences and qualifications (paragraph 19), the Commission plans to launch a new initiative – European Area for Skills and Qualifications – which aims at increasing coherence and synergies between EU tools for transparency, recognition and quality of competences and qualifications.

The Commission agrees that knowledge of the economy and finance is important for running businesses and thus welcomes the call for financial education (paragraph 20). However, the Commission cannot directly supply financial education through training programmes, as under Article 166 of the Lisbon Treaty, the European Union has only a restricted competence for vocational education and training, and cooperates with Member States through the "open method of coordination (OMC)", which invites Member States to learn from each other on a voluntary basis. The main instruments of the OMC are non-binding recommendations and guidelines of the European institutions for the Member States.  Furthermore, the Commission can support Member States that wish to introduce or strengthen teaching and training on economics and finance in their curricula through its programmes, such as Erasmus+: the European Union programme for education, training, youth and sports.

Access to finance

The Commission agrees that access to finance is a significant problem for SMEs (paragraph 30) and is continuously analysing the performance of the European Progress Microfinance Facility (EPMF) in its annual reports. The current level of disbursements shows interest in this facility, including by those facing difficulties in accessing finance. In addition, a study on imperfections in the area of microfinance and options how to address them through an EU financial instrument, as well as an interim evaluation of the EPMF, are on-going; results of this work may later be used for improving the design of financial instruments.

The Commission is working to step up efforts in the field of information in order to make SMEs more aware of funding possibilities (paragraph 23), in particular:

· In 2013 a single online portal was launched to provide SMEs with a single access point on all EU financial instruments and all EU financing programmes for SMEs (http://access2eufinance.ec.europa.eu). The portal will be continuously updated with upcoming intermediaries who sign contracts under 2014-2020 EU programmes.

· “EU access to finance days” workshops are being organised in all Member States to promote the use of EU financial instruments in the period 2014-2020.

· The European Enterprise Network is strengthening its role as an advisor on funding opportunities for SMEs and on improving their financial literacy.

VAT rules

The Commission agrees that the current VAT system within the single market is characterized by heavy administrative burdens on businesses (paragraph 32) and has made a proposal (on 23 October 2013) to introduce a new Standardized VAT Declaration, which will cut costs for businesses trading, or wanting to trade, cross-border by up to 15 billion euros a year. The objective of the proposal is to simplify VAT obligations and harmonise minimum requirements. The standard VAT return will be made of 5 boxes compulsory in all Member States and 21 additional standardized boxes optional for Member States.

Recognition of professional qualifications

The Commission agrees that lack of recognition of foreign educational and vocational qualifications may be an obstacle to establishment of businesses and notes that the proposal for a directive on the recognition of professional qualifications was formally adopted by the Council on 15 November 2013 after the adoption by the European Parliament on 9 October 2013. It has been published on 28 December 2013 in the Official Journal L354, p. 132.

The review is aimed at making the system of mutual recognition of professional qualifications more efficient in order to achieve greater mobility of skilled workers across the EU. The main features of the directive include the creation of a European professional card; changes to the current system, such as the insertion of the principle of partial access to certain professions, the recognition of traineeships accomplished abroad, the consideration of lifelong learning for the purposes of the recognition, and the clarification of the minimum training requirements for certain professions, as well as measures for a better use of existing instruments such as the Internal Market Information (IMI) system.

On 12 February 2014, the Commission will organise in Brussels a conference on the achievements of the Professional Qualifications Directive's modernisation with the aim to present the most important elements of the modernisation to competent authorities of the Member States, professional organisations and associations both at EU and national level, and to interested professionals.

Administrative burdens on SMEs, request for specific proposals of policies and measures

The Commission reaffirms that it is strongly committed to reducing administrative burdens for business, especially for SMEs (paragraph 25). The COSME programme, specifically targeting SMEs and the SBA priority areas, addresses the reduction of administrative burdens for SMEs. The introduction of minimum 7 simplification measures per year is an example of COSME concrete and qualitative target related to this area.

The other EU programmes providing support to SMEs (e.g. cohesion policy, research and innovation programme) include simplification measures which will benefit in particular SMEs.

The requested follow-up to the Top 10 most burdensome pieces of EU legislation (paragraph 33) has been presented in a dedicated Communication of the Commission in June 2013 (COM(2013) 446 final) and subsequently included in the Regulatory Fitness and Performance programme, REFIT (COM(2013) 685 final). The future review and revision will continue to be reported on under the REFIT programme.  The network of SME Envoys continues to have a key role in promoting administrative burden reduction for SMEs.

Both the Commission and the Council recognise the need to reduce the administrative burdens related to setting up a business (paragraph 43). The Council Conclusions of 31 May 2011 included a call encouraging the Member States to reduce the start-up time for new enterprises to three working days and the cost to EUR 100 by 2012, as well as the time needed to get licences and permits to perform the specific activity of an enterprise to three months by the end of 2013. The Commission continuously monitors Member States' progress in this area and reports on it annually in its SME Performance Review.

With respect to the request for more detailed information on women entrepreneurs, the Commission emphatically supports the potential of women in the economy, including as entrepreneurs. 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 specifically prohibits any discrimination on grounds of sex in the establishment or extension of a business and provides that Member States may take positive action to ensure full equality in practice between men and women.  This includes measures aimed at promoting entrepreneurship initiatives among women.  There is also provision made to facilitate the establishment of a company between spouses or life partners.  The Commission will start monitoring the implementation of this Directive in Member States later this year. The Commission maintains a database on women in decision-making, including in boards of large listed companies
, but is advised that there is no national segregated data that is comparable across Member States on women entrepreneurs.  The Commission has launched a study to obtain further information on the situation of women entrepreneurs to inform future policymaking in this area.

Second chance for entrepreneurs

The Commission welcomes the call for measures to be taken on encouraging second chance for entrepreneurs (paragraphs 36 and 46). The Commission is aware of the importance of giving bankrupt honest entrepreneurs a second chance, notably by reducing the period at the expiry of which the debtor will be fully discharged of his debts. The Commission published a Communication in 2012 on "A new approach to business failure and insolvency" and held a public consultation on a wide range of substantive insolvency issues where  there could be a need for EU action, among others the reduction of the discharge periods to maximum 3 years. Almost 75% of respondents were in favour of lowering discharge periods. The Commission is currently working on an initiative which would follow up on the results of that consultation.

Flexibility provisions under MFF

The Commission welcomes the resolution's call (paragraph 40) for the use of the flexibility provision under the multiannual financial framework for COSME. The Commission confirms that already €50 million have been frontloaded to 2014 and 2015 on the COSME programme.

Securitisation of micro-loans

With respect to paragraph 41 requesting an assessment of the benefits of securitisation of micro-finance, the Commission has already supported the securitisation of SME debt finance portfolios, under Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme (CIP) in the past and this support will continue under COSME. This includes the option for securitising micro loans. The benefits of securitising SME loans (including micro-loans) are already well known and COSME offers the possibility to originator banks to securitise such portfolios. The benefits of such securitisation transactions include regulatory (and economic) capital relief for banks, which generates additional financing for SMEs. Under COSME originator banks will have to "use a significant part of the resulting liquidity or the mobilised capital for new SME lending".
ICT skills promotion

The Commission has launched the 'Opening up Education' initiative to boost innovation and digital skills in schools and universities (paragraph 50) through new technologies and open education resources. The initiative focuses on new opportunities for organisations, teachers and learners to innovate; on increased use of Open Educational Resources (OER); and on better ICT infrastructure and connectivity in schools. This initiative also ties in with the Grand Coalition for Digital Jobs, the multi-stakeholder platform tackling the lack of ICT skills. It is building on the good progress made by the EU e-skills strategy and on-going efforts to foster ICT professionalism based on the European e-Competence Framework developed within the European Standardisation Committee (CEN) and e-leadership for entrepreneurs, managers, advanced users and ICT practitioners. These efforts will be scaled up in the context of the Grand Coalition and a pan-European communication and awareness raising campaign, "e-Skills for Jobs" will be organised in 2014.

Under Horizon 2020 the Commission will support research experimentation on smart learning environments and promote large-scale pilots in real settings of innovative digital educational tools, solutions and services for learning and teaching. Activities will seek the engagement of teachers, learners and parents, address time and physical space restrictions, and build greater connections across formal, non-formal and informal learning.

As a result of the latest calls for proposals of the ICT-PSP Competitiveness and Innovation programme, the Commission will also launch a series of innovation projects addressing technological solutions for learning – including games – that will include, inter alia, the development of digital skills.
-----------

� http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/gender-decision-making/database/index_en.htm
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