Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on external factors that represent hurdles to European female entrepreneurship, adopted by the Commission on 6 April 2016
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The European Parliament's resolution  outlines the main areas that represent hurdles for the development of women entrepreneurship in Europe, notably issues of gender equality and social security, lack of segregated statistical data on women entrepreneurship, difficulties of women to access information to start-up and grow a business, access to finance and business networks, reconciliation, lack of sufficient facilities for childcare and the elderly, lack of tailored made educational programmes, as well as gender stereotypes and gender segregation in the education and business sectors. The resolution covers most of the areas that should be tackled to increase women entrepreneurship, and comes at a time when the issue of creating growth and jobs is a priority for the Commission and thus future policy actions on this area should be considered.

Policy recommendations:

The resolution calls on the Commission to incorporate the issue of women's entrepreneurship into its post-2015 strategy on gender equality and apply gender mainstreaming in all future policy on this area; it also calls on the Commission and Member States to eliminate barriers to women entrepreneurship related to work-life balance issues, to address issues related to difficulties in accessing finance, information and networks for women, to invest in programmes providing entrepreneurship education and skills for women in all ages and competences, and to address women's greater entrepreneurial activity on social entrepreneurship and alternative business models.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission shares the diagnosis made in the resolution as regards the current state of women entrepreneurship in Europe, in particular as regards lack of statistical data, difficulties for women to access information, trainings, networks and funding to start-up and grow a business as well as reconciliation problems.

Moreover, the Commission welcomes overall the recommendations made in the resolution, as they feed in its reflexions on many aspects of its policy and its priority actions in the area of women entrepreneurship.

On this basis, the Commission would like to comment on the following aspects:
The Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality (2016-2019) (SWD(2015) 278) published by the Commission in December 2015 includes under the priority "Increasing female labour-market participation and the equal economic independence of women and men" specific actions to promote women entrepreneurship that are described in detail further below.

The Commission agrees that collection of gender disaggregated data in various women entrepreneurship-related fields is necessary. To this end it has undertaken a study to collect statistical data on women entrepreneurs' profiles across European countries.

Work-life balance

The Commission shares the view that increased participation of women in the labour market is important and that entrepreneurship could play a role in contributing to reconciliation of work-life balance.

In August 2015, the Commission published a Roadmap for the initiative "A new start to address the challenges of work-life balance faced by working families". The objective of this initiative is to address the low participation of women in the labour market and, in close cooperation with the social partners, look into possibilities of adapting the current EU legal and policy framework to today's labour market to allow for parents with children or those with dependent relatives to better balance caring and professional responsibilities, to encourage a better sharing of care responsibilities between women and men and to strengthen gender equality.

Without prejudice to the outcome of the Social Partner consultations, it will be a broader initiative which should use mutually reinforcing measures, legislative and non-legislative, in all relevant areas to improve work-life balance for women and men, such as leave policies, flexible working arrangements, childcare and long-term care, and tax-benefit disincentives.

A thorough consultation process has been launched. In accordance with their role for social policy initiatives under the treaties, a dedicated consultation of the Social Partners is ongoing: the first stage consultation on the possible direction of action was launched in October 2015 and closed on 4 January 2016. The second stage of social partner consultation is envisaged for the late spring of 2016. The initiative to address work-life balance of working parents and carers has been included as a priority initiative in the Commission Work Programme 2016.

Moreover, the Commission supports Member States in their activities to promote reconciliation policies: ten projects aimed at achieving a good balance between professional and private life and a more equal share of housework and care responsibilities between women and men have been selected for co-funding (for a total amount of EUR 3.2 million) in the framework of a call for proposals restricted to Gender Equality Ministries. The granted projects started at the end of 2015 and will run until late 2017.

In terms of social rights for the specific circumstances of self-employed women, Directive 2010/41/EU on the application of the principle of equal treatment between men and women engaged in a self-employed capacity introduced a requirement on Member States to provide female self-employed workers and assisting spouses and life partners of self-employed workers with a sufficient maternity allowance for at least 14 weeks. It also provided that, where a system of social protection exists for self-employed workers, that system is also to cover assisting spouses and life partners.

Research

The Commission is very well aware that science and technology are male-dominated, including in the public research sector. In order to fight the persistent gender imbalances within Europe’s research and innovation systems, particularly at senior levels, the Commission since July 2012 has set gender equality and gender mainstreaming in research as one of its priorities in the European Research Area (ERA). The core of the Commission's strategy to achieve gender equality in public performing and funding organisations is "institutional change", in particular through gender equality plans.

Gender equality actions are also advocated in the ERA Roadmap 2015-2020, a document adopted by the Council to guide Member States in structuring their implementation of ERA at national level. Another Commission instrument helping to achieve gender equality in research and innovation is its work programme Horizon 2020. Three objectives underpin the Commission’s activities on gender equality in Horizon 2020, in line with the ones set in the ERA Communication of July 2012:

· Fostering gender balance in Horizon 2020 research teams, in order to address the gaps in the participation of women in the Framework Programme’s projects.
· Ensuring gender balance in decision-making, in order to reach the Commission’s target of 40% of the under-represented sex in panels and groups (50% for Advisory Groups).
· Integrating gender/ sex analysis in research and innovation (R&I) content, which helps improve the scientific quality and societal relevance of the produced knowledge, technology and/ or innovation.
In addition, the Commission regularly publishes the "She Figures": its reference tool for monitoring progress on the state of gender equality in research and innovation and now the main recognized source of pan-European comparable statistics in this field.

Information and networks

The Commission shares the view that access to information and business networks will support more women to start up and grow their business. The use of role models and mentoring support by peer groups is of primary importance.

During the last five years the Commission has been working to facilitate access to networks with concrete actions. The first key action has been the creation of the European Network of Female Entrepreneurship Ambassadors in 2009. Successful entrepreneurs were mobilised across Europe to campaign on the ground and inspire women of all ages to set up their own businesses and become entrepreneurs. They acted as role models, and by telling their own story motivated women to start a new business. 320 ambassadors in 22 European countries took part in the network.
  In addition, many ambassadors have gone beyond their task of campaigning for female entrepreneurship among women of all ages: they have also become actively involved in supporting the establishment of new enterprises. The Network has been very successful and exceeded its objectives in terms of events organised and audience reached Over 650 national meetings were organized, reaching more than 61.000 would-be women entrepreneurs. The ambassadors supported the creation of more than 250 new women-led enterprises and created 22 networking and business support clubs for women.

As a follow up, and in order to provide peer to peer support, the European Network of Mentors for Women Entrepreneurs was inaugurated in 2011. The Mentors' Network provided advice and support to women entrepreneurs on the start-up, functioning and growth of their enterprises in the early phase of the life of their enterprises (from the second to the fourth year of existence of a new woman-led enterprise). 200 mentors from 17 European countries formed the European Network of Mentors for Women Entrepreneurs.

The Commission notes that although women are more and more active in research, there are still too few women creating innovative enterprises. The Commission agrees that women innovators and entrepreneurs have an important role to play in the digital transformation of the economy. To this end it has created "WeHubs", the first network of women web entrepreneurs' hubs. WeHubs, with over 250 nodes Europe-wide, is actively supporting women web entrepreneurs with the aim to create new high-value growth and jobs.

In addition, with the EU Prize for Women Innovators (WIP)
, the Commission supports public recognition to outstanding women entrepreneurs who brought their innovative ideas to the market. The prize scheme raises the public awareness of the potential, importance and contribution of women to entrepreneurship, and encourages entrepreneurial women to become innovators.
The Commission agrees that the e-platform that it is currently preparing for women entrepreneurship should serve as a one-stop shop for women of all ages who want to start, run and grow a business, by providing educational, mentoring, advisory and business networking opportunities for women across Europe. The platform will bring together tools, local, national and European stakeholders and peer groups to support the new generations of women who use internet and IT technologies daily. The aim is that the e-platform becomes one of the main tools that women can use across Europe in order to find on-line information, about start-up and grow procedures, access to finance and business networks. It will also serve as a forum for exchange of information and good practices in the area of women entrepreneurship. The e-platform will be up and running during 2016.

The Commission takes note of the proposal of the European Parliament to establish a European Business Centre for Women, and will explore possibilities to establish such a centre in close collaboration with Member States and relevant stakeholders.

Access to funding
The Commission notes that gender equality is a horizontal principle of the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF). This requires that the Member States and the Commission must ensure that gender equality and gender perspective are taken into account and promoted throughout the preparation and implementation of all ESIF programmes.
The Commission also monitors the gender aspect in the implementation of the microfinance scheme of the Employment and Social Innovation programme (EaSI), and the gender dimension is part of the criteria of selection.

The Commission agrees that in order to enhance the visibility of financing for entrepreneurial activity it is necessary to draw up aid maps for microfinance. This is currently implemented notably through the "Access to finance" tool. This tool includes also advice on the Progress Micro Finance Facility and the EaSI micro finance scheme
. Further, the EaSI guarantee scheme (microfinance and social enterprise finance) is based on cooperation with the private sector.

The Commission shares the view that access to funding for women entrepreneurs should be facilitated. In order to increase access to alternative sources of funding and investment readiness for women, the Commission will undertake a European Parliament pilot project and create a European Network of Women Business Angels. The aim will be to raise awareness of business angels networks, provide training and mentoring for women that would like to be business angels as well as for women entrepreneurs that would like to seek alternative sources of funding. The network will be created in 2016.

Economic decision-making

The proposed Directive on improving gender balance among non-executive directors of companies listed on stock exchanges aims at establishing a target of 40% for women on company boards to be reached through requirements for transparency in appointing board members in all listed companies (except SMEs). The European Parliament endorsed the proposed Directive by an overwhelming majority in November 2013 but it is still being discussed in the Council where, although most Member States support it, there is nevertheless a blocking minority for the moment.

Entrepreneurial education and training

The role of education is particularly important. The Commission agrees on promoting an entrepreneurial culture within education at all levels. With the Entrepreneurship 2020 Action Plan, the Commission asked Member States to embed the key competence "entrepreneurship" into curricula across primary, secondary, vocational, higher and adult education. Moreover, it recommends that young people have at least one practical entrepreneurial experience before leaving compulsory education.

Finally, the Commission started last year a European Network for Entrepreneurship Education, to support policy development and a better coordination of existing initiatives. Generalised entrepreneurship education for all students in all fields of education will ensure that boys and girls have the same opportunities.

Social entrepreneurship
The Commission shares the view that social economy and social entrepreneurship is of key importance for women entrepreneurship. Following the adoption of its main Communication "Social Business Initiative"
, the Commission created GECES (Group of Experts of the Commission on Social Entrepreneurship) with a view to examine specific policy recommendations in this area by the end of 2016 for all actors involved (EU Institutions, Member States, local authorities and stakeholders). To this end, a report with explicit action lines will be produced by GECES. The report will include recommendations on gender specific issues in areas such as access to finance, visibility of social enterprises, legal framework and the role of social enterprises in the world as key actors to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. In this context the group will also examine ways to promote cooperatives and mutuals in the single market.

Finally, the Commission supports the development of financial instruments that value companies in correlation with their contribution to society through the EaSI social enterprise scheme and through the European Social Fund.
-----------

� http://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/promoting-entrepreneurship/we-work-for/women/index_en.htm


� 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.


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/women-innovators%20" �http://ec.europa.eu/women-innovators�


� � HYPERLINK "http://europa.eu/youreurope/business/funding-grants/access-to-finance/index_en.htm" �http://europa.eu/youreurope/business/funding-grants/access-to-finance/index_en.htm�


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/social_business/docs/COM(2011) 682_en.pdf" �http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/social_business/docs/COM(2011)_682_en.pdf�
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