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Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

This resolution sets out the European Parliament's position on the implementation of the thematic objective "enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs" indicated as a thematic objective to be supported by the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) under Article 9(3) of the Common Provisions Regulation.

The main points of the resolution concern the need to simplify the business environment for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), and to simplify their access to financing, in particular to EU funding.

Regarding the business environment, the Parliament sees the ex-ante conditionalities as an enabling factor and insists that they should be fulfilled.

It also calls on the Commission and Member States to ensure enhanced coordination and consistency among all EU investment policies targeted at SMEs in order to maximise the impact of investments.

In addition, the European Parliament draws attention to the difficulties that SMEs have faced in the previous period in applying for the available funds, and mentions excessive bureaucracy as one of the reasons. It calls on the Commission to address the underlying reasons (administrative burden, a large number of aid schemes, complexity of rules and procedures, delays in introducing executive acts and the risk of gold-plating) to avoid a repetition during the current period, for which it underlines the low absorption to date. In this context, it calls on the High Level Group (HLG) on Simplification to communicate the results of its activities to the Parliament’s Committee on Regional Development. In the context of SME financial difficulties, it mentions also the need for a proper application of the Late Payment Directive, and for finding a solution to the backlog in the reimbursement to Cohesion policy beneficiaries.

The European Parliament, furthermore, calls for simplified and less regulated access to credit, emphasizing the particular difficulties faced by microenterprises and start-ups, including the ones which want to scale-up. It considers that it is hard for them to gain access to external funding, and that they pay higher interest rates compared to larger companies.

As additional important points, the European Parliament emphasises the importance of supporting SME development and innovation in the traditional sectors, together with skill development and SME internationalisation.

Finally, it asks the Commission to report to Parliament on the results of smart specialisation strategies devoted to SMEs at national and/ or regional level. This request will be met with the Commission's Communication on Smart Specialisation envisaged for 2017.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

Regarding the call to take into account the added value of SME projects for the development and innovation of traditional sectors (paragraph 2), the Commission would like to underline that it has been a concern for both the Commission and the Member States during the Partnership Agreement (PA) and Operational Programmes (OP) negotiations, and is in many instances already reflected in the OP texts. In its "New Skills Agenda for Europe" adopted on 10 June 2016, the Commission proposes a new approach to address the skills needs of the economy. The availability of a highly skilled workforce is a key component of the attractiveness of Europe and of the future of its industries. In order to achieve this, the Commission proposes a Blueprint for sectorial cooperation.

Moreover, the Commission will launch on 1 December 2016 the Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition. Commissioner Oettinger will present a Charter and invite Member States to develop a digital skills strategy by mid-2017, and stakeholders to make pledges to reduce the skills gaps of the workforce and of the citizens. Based on the results of the EU e-Skills strategy and the Grand Coalition for Digital Jobs, the new coalition will be broadened to all sectors (financial services, industrial sectors and ICT-using sectors) with a stronger involvement of social partners. This initiative complements existing efforts such as the work with Member States on Education and Training (ET2020 working group on digital) or the European Alliance for Apprenticeships). Digital skills should be focus area of national and Europeans funds. For instance, EUR 2 billion have been programmed in European Social Fund for digital skills training and education. In Erasmus+, all sector skills alliances have focus on digital skills.

Regarding the need for mechanisms that help to simplify the business environment and the need to fulfil ex ante conditionalities (paragraph 3), the Commission is taking measures to further improve the quality of impact assessments to ensure evidence-based policy-making. As part of this effort, the systematic application of the "SME test" coupled with extensive stakeholder consultation and evaluation, should allow the Commission to produce laws which are easy to understand and to apply. The SME test analysis should define the SME population likely to be affected and measure the expected impacts individually per each size-class including the micro ones: microenterprises (0-9 employees, with 0 employees representing self-employed), small businesses (10-49 employees) and medium-sized companies (50-249 employees). The Commission is actively promoting the systematic use of the SME test in Member States.

Furthermore, SMEs should benefit from the Regulatory Fitness and Performance programme (REFIT) which represents the Commission's commitment to keeping the body of EU law lean and healthy. The REFIT scoreboard comprehensively lists initiatives identified as burdensome and regularly assesses progress made for each individual initiative. The scoreboard reports on the progress made at the Commission and also includes developments taking place in the European Parliament and Council.

Regarding ex-ante conditionalities, the Commission agrees that they need to be fulfilled and that the ones linked to thematic objective 3 are an enabling factor to simplify the business environment for SMEs, and it is closely monitoring their implementation.

On the call to take into account the principles of the circular economy package (paragraph 4), the Commission would like to recall that, in its role as an advisory member of the programme Monitoring Committees and during the Annual meetings with programme Managing Authorities as well, it already raises and promotes such issues where relevant, including reminders of the follow-up to the ex-ante conditionality relating to Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA).

Regarding the access to finance for microenterprises and start-ups that want to scale-up, and the need to equalise interest rates for financing of SMEs with interest rates for larger companies (paragraph 7), the Commission is preparing a Start-up and Scale-up Initiative in the framework of the Single Market Strategy (COM(2015) 550 final) with the aim to create a better environment for start-ups scaling up in the single market. An online public consultation in the context of the Start-up Initiative ran from end of March until end of July 2016. The consultation covered a wide range of topics and was structured along the various stages of the lifecycle of a start-up – from the "stand-up phase" to exit strategies. The results of the consultation help in designing the future Start-up and Scale-up Initiative. The upcoming Venture Capital Fund-of-Funds initiative will also help SMEs, including microenterprises and start-ups that want to scale-up. For the period 2014-2020, a range of financial instruments has been set up in different EU programmes. The COSME and Horizon 2020 programmes provide mostly loan guarantees and venture capital for SMEs and small mid-caps. In addition, an essential part of the Investment Plan for Europe is the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI). The fund also targets microenterprises and start-ups that want to scale-up to give a boost to the real economy, thanks to the contribution of COSME and Horizon's Innovfi.

On ERDF support provided to SMEs including start-ups/ scale-ups for the 2014-2020 period, the current financial support is already very substantial as around 130,000 firms will be receiving ERDF support, including around 5,750 start-ups; over 61,000 firms are receiving grants; 8,600 firms will be receiving financial instrument support; and 41,000 other firms non-financial support (advice). This comes on top of the 121 400 start-ups that received ERDF support between 2007 and 2014.The Commission would also like to recall that the 2014-20 legal framework for Cohesion Policy facilitates the use of financial instruments as a delivery mode for targeted SME support. Based on current estimates the planned overall allocations in Cohesion policy to financial instruments in 24 Member States are expected to be EUR 20 billion (almost a doubling compared to the 2007-2013 programming period). Out of these EUR 20 billion of ESIF support, the majority of the financial instruments will address the financing of SMEs, which already in the past has been the most important area of intervention. EUR 1.1 billion of this is being delivered through the SME Initiative – an instrument which brings together resources from ESIF, other EU funding instruments (COSME/Horizon 2020), resources from the EIB and EIF.

Moreover, in order to facilitate the use of financial instruments, the Commission has developed the so-called off-the-shelf instruments which provide standard terms and conditions compatible with ESI Funds regulations and State Aid rules and seek to combine public and private resources. Currently five of these instruments have been published, three of them focusing on enterprises.

The Commission – in cooperation with the EIB Group – also assists Member States through fi-compass in setting up and implementing their ESIF financial instruments. Fi-compass is a unique platform for advisory services on financial instruments under ESI Funds (link: https://www.fi-compass.eu/). It delivers its support to Member States, managing authorities and other interested stakeholders by providing practical know-how and learning tools on financial instruments.

In its omnibus proposal, the Commission tabled further measures to facilitate the use of financial instruments under ESIF and the interaction with EU level instruments.

On the lack of evidence pointed out by the European Parliament on the outcomes and results achieved by financial instruments and the call to further improve the provision of grants instead of primarily promoting the use of financial instruments (paragraph 9), the Commission does not share the opinion of the Parliament concerning the use of financial instruments as compared to grants. Even if at this moment it is difficult to quantify the achievements of financial instruments set up in the last years, the "Ex-post" evaluation of ERDF and cohesion fund 2007-2013 underlines that they have "played a crucial role in providing funding to SMEs during the credit crunch of the economic crisis – this certainly contributed to many firms staying in business (…) Financial instruments also helped to maintain investment in new technology and in improving production processes more generally".

Financial instruments, in addition to their potential leverage effect, ensure sustainability of support on the basis of their revolving nature. These two features of financial instruments increase their efficiency as compared to grants.

Moreover the Commission would like to underline that financial instruments are a delivery mode (in addition to grants) for programme objectives. Support delivered through financial instruments and results achieved must thus directly contribute to the objectives of the programme (Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) Articles 37(2) and 46).

On the need to reduce administrative burden for SMEs (paragraphs 10, 16 and 20), the High Level Group Monitoring Simplification for beneficiaries of ESI Funds, which was set up by the Commission in October 2015, identified the access to funding for SMEs as a key topic to be addressed. In line with the resolution, the related interim report puts the emphasis on the Small Business Act (SBA) rules of "Only Once Principle" (on information request and audit) and the "Think Small First Principle" (proportionality of administrative and financial burdens for projects involving SMEs). The experts also recommend to make full use of the tools (such as Enterprise Europe Network, European Business Test Panels, etc.) aimed at collecting the business point of view with a view to adopting aid schemes for SMEs. According to the evaluation of Enterprise Europe Network, synergies are far from optimal, and there is room for improvement.

Most of the HLG's recommendations related to this topic are of non-legislative character, promoting best practices and requesting better coordination. Where possible in the current programming period, without undermining stability of implementation systems and increasing the risk of further delays, the Commission has already addressed some of the legislative suggestions in its omnibus proposals accompanying the review of the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). The following proposals in particular should help make access to funding for SMEs easier:

· provisions allowing expenditure to be reimbursed from different ESI Funds and Union instruments on a pro rata basis in accordance with the document setting out the conditions of support; this could facilitate joint calls for proposals providing support from different Funds in one package, and making financial conditions more flexible;

· clarification that documents provided once by the beneficiaries should be kept in digital form without the need to keep the paper copies, in order not to have to be produced at each step of the project; this, together with already significant improvements reducing record-keeping requirements already in place for the 2014-2020 period, would reduce costs and decrease risk of errors;

· more possibilities for beneficiaries to use simplified costs options, including making them obligatory also for smaller projects financed from the ERDF.

The High Level Group will soon finalise its conclusions on gold-plating, which once approved will be forwarded to the European Parliament. The European Parliament will be invited to the next meeting of the HLG on 29 November to provide reactions to this report as well as the four already finalised reports (on e-governance, access of SMEs to financing, simplified costs options and financial instruments). Still in 2016, the High Level Group will also discuss, and later present a report, concerning cross-cutting audit issues. The High Level Group, in its adopted reports, identified complex management of ESI Funds, delays in introducing legislation and guidelines, lack of coherence in terms of treatment of ESI Funds when EU competition rules are concerned, as well as the need for higher legal certainty in the audit context as main obstacles preventing more efficient use of funding for the SMEs. What can be implemented in 2014-2020 period should be promoted, but the authorities are reluctant to introduce even small changes, as they are afraid this could lead to new delays. The right balance needs to be struck between stability of the systems and mid-term changes. At the same time, for the post-2020 period, more radical changes are possible. These possibly new rules after 2020 which would give SMEs access to funds without delay, and in a much simpler way, will be now be the main focus of the High Level Group work.

Regarding the call to enhance transparency and the participation of all relevant regional and local authorities, civil society stakeholders, entrepreneurs and other interested parties, especially in the process of defining the requirements in calls for project proposals (paragraph 12), the Commission agrees with the need to ensure transparency as well as participation of all relevant actors in order to ensure that project proposal calls target beneficiaries' needs. The Commission would also like to recall that the guide on regional policy for smart growth
 stresses that support schemes need to be designed to match the SMEs' needs and potentials. Lastly, in order to reinforce the capacity of beneficiaries to administer and use the ESI Funds, Member States may use technical assistance at their disposal. The Commission can support Member States by facilitating exchange of good practice.

Concerning the call to accelerate the implementation of cohesion policy and to take into account, when determining eligibility criteria, the added value in economic and social terms and the environmental impact of projects (paragraph 17), the Commission would like to recall that the eligibility criteria are those established under the Regulations and additional ones set-up at the level of the Member States. Notwithstanding this, the Commission representatives systematically encourage Member States to take the added value in economic and social terms and the environmental impact as selection criteria for the projects.

On state aid rules and the general block exemption regulation (GBER) (paragraph 21), the Commission would like to recall that it has already provided Member States with guidance. Furthermore, under GBER rules, SMEs are not discriminated against.

Regarding data, knowledge and best practice exchanges between Member States (paragraph 22), the Commission already encourages them to do so, as well as to support projects with high job creation. This is done in particular through INTERREG, peer2peer learning, the Policy Learning Database with ERDF projects, SME policy and its SME envoys.

Concerning the call to find a lasting solution to the backlog of payments related to regional policy (paragraph 23), the Commission, as part of its ESIF shared management responsibilities, systematically encourages Managing Authorities to ensure speedy payments to ESIF supported beneficiaries, namely through the simplification of their administrative procedures and increase in their administrative capacity. Moreover, the Commission closely monitors the correct implementation of the Late Payment Directive. A report on the implementation of the Directive was adopted on 26 August 2016, which contains recommendations for the Commission and for Member States.

Concerning the European Parliament's request to the Commission to report to Parliament on the results of smart specialisation strategies devoted to SMEs (paragraph 24), the Commission will present in 2017 a Communication on Smart Specialisation.

Regarding youth and female entrepreneurship (paragraph 25), the Commission would like to recall that such initiatives are already in place in many programmes under ERDF European Social Fund (ESF) support. Moreover, on 30 September 2016 the Commission launched "WEgate" (https://wegate.eu/), an on-line platform which serves as one stop shop for all issues concerning women entrepreneurship. It facilitates e-access to information on starting-up and growing a business, training and mentoring, and allows exchange of good practices and enables e-chatting, blogging and e-networking with other women entrepreneurs. Lastly, the European Progress Microfinance Facility is helping to reduce the gender gap in entrepreneurship, by supporting a higher proportion of women entrepreneurs (36.9%) than the EU 28 average (31%).

Concerning the Parliament's call to support an ecosystem composed of universities, research centres, social and economic stakeholders and public institutions to foster entrepreneurial skills (paragraph 31), the Commission acknowledges the importance of such initiatives and would like to indicate that many of them are already on-going as part of the programmes' implementation.

The Commission also welcomes the importance given by the European Parliament to the internationalisation of SMEs (paragraph 32), and would like to recall that Thematic Objective 3 foresees support for building up SME internationalisation capabilities and associated investments. Furthermore, the development of skills for SMEs is extensively supported by the European Social Fund. Lastly, the Enterprise Europe Network, the biggest European support Network under the COSME programme, contributes to the Macro-regional Strategies objectives. Several targeted actions have taken place in 2016 with the overall aim to increase integration among the actors present in the macro-regional ecosystems, so as to coordinate their action towards SME-internationalization support.

Lastly, the Commission takes note of the Parliament's call to increase funding for the strengthening of the competitiveness of SMEs when preparing post-2020 cohesion policy (paragraph 33). At this stage, it is too soon to discuss budgetary figures regarding the post-2020 period. SME competitiveness will in any case remain one of the priorities for EU funding support.

------------

� http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/regional-policy-for-smart-growth-of smes?inheritRedirect=true&redirect=%2Fcommission-guides
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