Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on how best to harness the job creation potential of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), adopted by the Commission on 21 December 2016
1.
Rapporteur: Zdzisław KRASNODĘBSKI (ECR/PL)

2.
EP reference number: A8-0248/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0359

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 15 September 2016

4.
Subject: How best to harness the job creation potential of SMEs

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and of requests made in it:

The resolution stresses the need to strengthen the conditions for the creation of new jobs in all – peripheral and central – EU Member States by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), given their role as source of new jobs and motor of the EU economy. The resolution points to the necessary steps to be undertaken to strengthen the job creation potential of this sector. The resolution makes recommendations for improvements to Member States and the Commission under the three main headings: (1) job creation potential and skills; (2) a favourable and stable regulatory environment, and (3) a level playing field.

7.
Response to the requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

"… Commission must address the following problems of skills shortages, insufficient estimation of future skills needs, skills mismatches, brain drain, unnecessary regulatory burdens and regulatory uncertainty in all fields, insufficient dialogue between labour market stakeholders, limited access to finance and public procurement, poor innovation capacity and access to new technologies, insufficient support for SMEs within public investment policies, the shadow economy and fraud, as well as the advantaged position of MNCs"; (paragraph 2)
and

"… believes the Commission needs to put emphasis on facilitating relevant training and education which can contribute to closing the skills gap with regard to ICT skills that are essential for innovative SMEs"; (paragraph 12)
The Commission shares the Parliament's assessment on the importance of developing and investment in skills for workforce development and as a means to create a more inclusive and prosperous society. The New Skills Agenda for Europe sets out to improve the quality and relevance of skills, and seeks closer engagement with all labour market actors, including the business community, and with attention to SMEs. Bringing on board SMEs seems of particular importance. The Coalition for Digital Skills and Jobs, which the Commission launches on 1 December 2016, will specifically address the lack of digital skills by bringing together SMEs, large companies, trade unions, Member States, education establishments, training providers and other stakeholder to take joint action to improve the level of digital skills among European citizens.

The issue of brain drain will be addressed through a dedicated and EU wide study to be undertaken in 2017.

"… calls on the Commission and Member States to promote micro and small enterprise collaborative networks under the cooperative form (such as cooperatives of individual producers, cooperatives of freelancers, cooperatives of SMEs, activity and employment cooperatives) as those networks considerably reinforce the sustainability and the employment potential of the constituent units", (paragraph 19)
The Commission will continue to promote enterprise collaborative networks under the cooperative forms. The Commission is currently implementing two pilot projects related to the development of cooperatives. One focusses on transfer of business under the form of a cooperative and the second one on promoting the cooperative form for young people in curricula (secondary/ university degrees).

The Commission recognises that a number of self-employed workers are working under precarious conditions. Under the European Pillar of Social Rights announced by President Juncker, the Commission will also look into social protection related to self-employed.

"… hopes that the European Investment Project Portal, as a transparent pipeline for investable projects in the EU, will help orientate investors towards existing opportunities, in favour of financing SMEs and start-up development as an important and sustainable way to reduce unemployment and promote long-term quality employment; calls therefore for different categories with proper thresholds to be included in the European Investment Project Portal in order to allow SMEs and start-ups to fully benefit from its functioning"; (paragraph 20)
The European Investment Project Portal (EIPP/ "the Portal") can indeed serve the needs of SMEs. Already, part of the projects published on the Portal is provided by SMEs or start-ups. These projects are coming in particular from areas such as innovation, health or digital technologies, and have high potential to contribute to economic growth and employment. Moreover, many of these projects are coming from Member States with high unemployment and/ or problems of access to finance. The Portal is designed to boost their visibility to potential investors worldwide.

For the benefit of smaller projects, particularly for those coming from SMEs, in November 2016 the minimum project size for projects to be published on EIPP was lowered to EUR 5 million, from EUR 10 million previously. Soon project promoters will also be invited to provide information as to the estimated job creation effect of the projects published on the EIPP.

The objectives of job creation and SME growth are at the heart of several major Commission initiatives taken recently. The Advisory Hub and the Matching portal have met with approval from SMEs, and will be further enhanced. Progress towards a Digital Single Market will also pave the way for start-ups and business development.

"… calls on the EIB and the Commission to keep Parliament informed of the concrete measures taken so far to enhance the access to funding for cooperatives and social enterprises"; (paragraph 25)
The EU Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) (Regulation (EU) No 1296/2013), through its Social Entrepreneurship Axis, is aiming at strengthening the development of social enterprises (including social enterprises which operate under the legal form of social cooperatives and other cooperatives which fulfil the criteria of social enterprises). The financial instruments envisaged under the EaSI programme for microfinance and social entrepreneurship have an overall indicative envelope of EUR 193 million for the period 2014-2020 of which at least EUR 86 million are earmarked for social entrepreneurship, with an indicative budget of EUR 40 million envisaged for the EaSI Social Entrepreneurship guarantee instrument. The EaSI initiative is the first EU-level financial instrument dedicated to support social entrepreneurship. Guarantees for loans of up to EUR 500,000 under this window target social enterprises. Furthermore, the Commission is reinforcing the social dimension of the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI) for both microfinance and social entrepreneurship. Overall, the total amount of support to these areas is expected to increase (from EUR 193 million under the EaSI programme) to about EUR 1 billion, mobilising some EUR 3 billion in additional investment.

Under Article 140(8) of the Financial Regulation (FI), the Commission has to report annually to the European Parliament and Council on financial instruments in the areas of both internal and external policies. The report contains not only quantitative data but also qualitative information, such as considerations and comments on the FI implementation, market impacts and possible future developments.

For more than a decade, the EU has been deploying financial instruments, which are channelled through local financial intermediaries for all types of companies, including cooperatives and social enterprises. The 2007-2013 Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme still continues to deliver results. More than 380,000 SMEs, including in the social sector, have received financing for a total value of almost EUR 21 billion of guaranteed loans. For the period 2014-2020, a range of financial instruments have been set up in different European Programmes. The Commission put forward the Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) Programme, a financing instrument at EU level to promote a high level of quality and sustainable employment, guaranteeing adequate and decent social protection, combating social exclusion and poverty and improving working conditions. Moreover, in 2015 the SME window of the European Fund for Strategic Investments, which is complementing the financial instruments under COSME and Horizon 2020, was launched. Finally, in 2016 new equity products and specific products for social enterprises have been launched under EFSI.

The report of the Commission's Expert Group on Social Entrepreneurship was endorsed on 14 October 2016. The Commission will now reflect on the main recommendations proposed in the field of promoting access to finance for social enterprises, including cooperatives.

"… calls on the Commission and Member States to continue to support business transfers as an tool for maintaining existing jobs in SMEs that risk closing down; calls for the promotion of business transfers to employees under the cooperative form as a successful types of business transfers"; (paragraph 26)
There are three actions described in the Single Market Strategy under the Start-up Initiative:

(i) organise public consultation to get the ideas from entrepreneurs on how to improve the environment for start-ups in Europe,

(ii) get input from the REFIT (Regulatory Fitness and Performance programme) Platform to the Start-up Initiative with the aim to achieve more informed policy making and get ideas on how the regulatory burden for start-us could be reduced,

(iii) examine in conjunction with stakeholders on how the Single Digital Gateway (SDG), initiated as part of the Digital Single Market Strategy, can best address the requirements of start-ups.

On 31 March 2016, a public consultation under the Start-up Initiative was launched. The consultation was carried out in all EU languages.

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 "stand-up phase" covered possible actions to support entrepreneurship; the "start-up phase" covered issues related to the creation of companies; the "scale-up phase" dealt with obstacles to expand; and finally, the questionnaire included questions related to exit strategies (capital replacement). The questionnaire also proposed to test various options of "start-ups" and "scale-ups" definitions.

The consultation closed at the end of July 2016 and the Commission is now analysing the replies and other contributions received. The results of the consultation will help in designing future policy actions to support start-ups and scale-ups.

The Commission will not focus only on start-ups but will also support transfer of business encouraging the exchange and dissemination of good practices.

As regards business transfer under the form of a cooperative, the Commission is currently implementing a pilot project aiming at stimulating the transfer of business to workers. The Commission launched a call for proposals to select two consortia to carry out the pilot project. The work of the consortia has begun in April 2016 and should finish in summer 2017. The main elements of the projects are:

· identification and assessment of the existing legislative, regulatory and administrative practices and support schemes that are related to cooperatives and/ or are applied in the process of transferring businesses to employees/ workers;

· development of a common methodology that could be used across Europe to produce comparable information on transfers of businesses to employees/ workers organised in the form of a cooperative;

· development of trans-European methods, training modules, practices and tools for advisors in business transfers on issues related to transfers to employees/ workers and to the cooperative model;

· organisation of cross-border dedicated trainings/ workshops/ seminars for business transfer advisors to test new methods/ training modules, practices and tools, including the ways of assessing their efficiency and adaptability.

"Calls on the Commission to better engage Member States and local as well as regional authorities, third level education and training facilities, civil society associations, businesses, trade unions and financial institutions with a view to promoting and making full use of EU funding sources (e.g. the EFSI, the ESF, the ERDF, COSME, Horizon 2020 and Erasmus+) so as to help overcome the difficulties in accessing information, counselling and finance which are some of the main barriers to the growth of SMEs and their job creation potential; also emphasises the importance of cross-border SME promotion programmes under the framework of the European research initiative EUREKA as a means to further cooperation between SMEs and research institutes; calls on the Commission and on Member States to better coordinate the different funding instruments for SMEs"; (paragraph 27)
The Commission is running an Open-for-Business Campaign as an example how to communicate concretely and actively on the benefits of EU policies and EU budgetary instruments (e.g. COSME). The campaign aims at increasing the use of the services/ tools for SMEs provided at EU level by promoting the local networks and info access point (such as the Enterprise Europe Network and the relevant portals/ web-sites). It will be based on key messages addressing specific needs/ problems that SMEs are facing: e.g. finding new clients and new business partners, accessing finance for competitive enterprises. The main communication tools will be: advertising in print media, on the radio, on online and social media. This is a multiannual project targeting different Member States yearly. The first pilot campaign ran in 2015 and it was named "Corporate campaign on COSME benefits for SMEs" and it was only focused on the COSME programme. In 2016, the first wave of the "Open for business" campaign is focused on Single Market opportunities for SMEs.

"Urges the Commission to work with national contact points to develop assertive and effective marketing campaigns, designed solely for SMEs, on the ‘Fast Track to Innovation’ instrument which is part of the Horizon 2020 programme";(paragraph 29)
The Commission is already supporting different National Contact Point (NCP) networks through capacity-building actions and regular trainings, including in the domain of communication and dissemination about specific support opportunities available to SMEs.

In this respect, it is particularly useful to recall the recent launch of the capacity-building action for the NCP network in the domain of SMEs and Access to Risk Finance under Horizon 2020, which focuses on the following five strategic objectives in this regard:

· improving NCP capacities to provide systemic knowledge to SMEs;

· identifying key success factors for SME competitive proposals;

· assessing the impact of SME Instrument on beneficiaries;

· spreading knowledge on access to risk finance opportunities;

· enhancing the outreach of this dedicated NCP Network through strategic communication and dissemination activities;

· strengthening cooperation with SME related networks (EEN);

· raise awareness and open up training to other NCP networks to ensure that other networks are not duplicating ACCESS4SMEs related activities.

Concerning the Fast Track to Innovation, although it is not SME-specific but open to all types of legal entities, who need to submit proposals in consortium with partners, it is in a pilot phase and is undergoing an evaluation, which will be finalised in November 2016. Given the relatively limited scope of the pilot in terms of budget, the investment in communication and marketing for the FTI was limited so far. Should it be decided after the pilot phase that the FTI will indeed continue, this will also go in pair with proportional increase with respect to communication and dissemination activities, including with relevant NCP networks contributing to a proper spread of information on Horizon 2020 opportunities for the private sector.

"… recommends the combination of ESI Funds and EFSI in thematic and multi-country investment platforms, and invites the Commission and the EIB Group to intensify their efforts in setting up these platforms in order to promote EIB Group products and improve SMEs’ access to finance"; (paragraph 30)
The Commission works closely with the EIB Group to set up thematic/ multi-country investment platforms. These platforms would also be particularly useful as funding mechanisms for the investments to be carried out under the thematic smart specialisation platforms, which strongly promote interregional cooperation based on complementarities between regional and national Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3).

The European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI) helps European SMEs to access finance. Already more than 140,000 SMEs and mid-cap companies in 26 Member States have benefitted.

Combining ESI Funds and EFSI has great potential, and the Commission continues to work together with the EIB Group to explore the potential of investment platforms as a way of facilitating such combinations.

"Calls on the Commission, when it revises the multiannual financial framework 2014-2020, to find a way to fully compensate for the reductions to the EFSI budget in the allocations to the Horizon 2020 programme, given its importance to economic development and job creation, particularly for SMEs"; (paragraph 32)
The Commission takes note of this request. SME competitiveness will in any case remain one of the priorities for EU funding support.

"Urges both the Member States and the Commission, in the framework of a holistic approach to SME support, to make significant progress in the further simplification of EU funding by 2017 with regard to the application, management and monitoring/control of projects, (…); asks the Commission to come forward with proposals for legislative changes to the regulations on cohesion policy during the mid-term review/revision, with the aim of facilitating access to finance for SMEs and in particular for start-ups wanting to scale up; recalls that, on the basis of the Commission’s calculations, European e-procurement, transparency and reductions in administrative expenditure could make it possible to save as much as EUR 50 billion per annum"; (paragraph 32)
On 14 September 2016, the Commission adopted a proposal for the revision of the Financial Regulation accompanied by proposed amendments to a range of sectorial legislation. The amendments proposed cover the legislation applicable for the ESI Funds, in particular the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) as well as the fund-specific rules for the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF), the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF).

The objective of the proposed changes is to further strengthen measures to simplify the use of the Funds from the perspective of the beneficiary, to address certain bottlenecks and obstacles in particular affecting financial instruments, and to take into account first conclusions and recommendations made by the High-Level Group on Simplification. The changes are very much in line with the orientations of the Budget Focused on Results initiative, and can be grouped under the headings of reducing administrative burden for beneficiaries, improving synergies with other EU instruments, streamlining financial instruments and increasing flexibility. In addition, the proposals include simplification measures for revenue-generating operations and major projects as well as a number of other changes with a view to clarify the rules and increase legal certainty.

Provisions aimed at reducing the burden on beneficiaries are of particular interest for SMEs. The managing authorities already have the possibility to manage the ESI Funds with simplified cost options. These involve simpler accounting practices, reduce requirements for the reporting of financial information and are easier to audit. They are ideal for small organisations that often do not have the capacity to deal with the required project administration. The proposals build on the foundation that already exists in the CPR, but deepen and widen possibilities for the use of simplified costs.

Other proposed changes important for SMEs:

· a provision allowing for the financing based on the fulfilment of conditions related to progress in implementation, rather than based on the costs of operations, which makes it possible to test innovative implementation methods that shift the emphasis from compliance with regularity requirements for expenditure to the delivery of results;

· the extension until the end of the programming period of the implementation of the SME Initiative with a view to maintaining this option for Member States;

· a separate provision in the proposal on the Financial Regulation, which opens the possibility for future operations set up under the SME Initiative provisions to be constructed with EFSI and ESIF only;

· the provision of legal certainty on the use of electronic documents.

Another important element introduced by the 2014 reform in the field of public procurement is the new rules on e-procurement in the EU, which are being introduced gradually. E-submission should be made mandatory for all contracting authorities and all procurement procedures by October 2018.

Although the documents used in e-procurement are common for all Member States (standard forms for publication of calls for tenders, European Single Procurement Document, etc.), each Member States is free to choose the most suitable e-procurement system to its structure and needs. As part of its flanking measures for the transition to e-procurement, the Commission supports some actions aiming to promote the interoperability of e-procurement systems in the Member States.

"Invites the Commission, before it initiates a full-fledged debate with Parliament on the future financial framework and on cohesion policy in the post-2020 period, to carry out the quantitative studies necessary to gauge the impact of SME support polices and instruments, which would make it possible to carry out preparatory work by monitoring results and assessing their effectiveness compared with that of other forms of assistance not geared towards businesses below a given size"; (paragraph 35)
As part of its monitoring activities for the 2014-2020 programming period and input for the preparatory work for the discussions on the post-2020 period, the Commission carries out evaluation studies which also encompass the SME support instruments available under the Cohesion policy.

"Calls on the Commission and the Member States to boost ICT and STEM training and education in order to equip both the current and the future workforce with the relevant e-skills; encourages the Commission and Member States to support programmes, such as open online courses, that provide unemployed young people with e-skills, and encourages the same for the 50+ generation/active seniors", (paragraph 39)
The Commission shares the Parliament's emphasis on skills. The New Skills Agenda for Europe sets out to improve the quality and relevance of skills, and seeks closer engagement with the business community. Bringing on board SMEs seems of particular importance. A Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition will be launched, building on the Grand Coalition for Digital Jobs and the EU e-skills strategy.

Better helping innovative start-ups come about and develop is necessary. Entrepreneurship should also be an attractive option for underrepresented and disadvantaged groups.

"Welcomes the ‘Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs’ programme, which helps provide young entrepreneurs with the knowledge and useful skills to start and/or successfully run a business; believes that such programmes should be further promoted by Member States and the Commission in order to make the programme better known among the target groups and to help more young people to develop their businesses and succeed"; (paragraph 44)

Since its launch in 2009, the Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs Programme is scaling up. Currently, about 12 000 entrepreneurs have registered for participation in the Programme. Until now more than 4000 exchanges have been arranged (involving around 8000 entrepreneurs). The feedback from entrepreneurs having participated in an exchange is very positive.

The headline impacts and figures confirm this:

· reinforced entrepreneurial attitudes and business creation: 36,5% of would-be entrepreneurs have created a business since their participation in the programme;

· job creation: 27.8% of newly established entrepreneurs and 33.8% of would-be entrepreneurs have hired people after their participation in the programme, 56% of HEs hired employees after having participated in EYE;

· new practical skills, knowledge, ideas: 60% of HEs stated they gained "new ideas/ techniques" for their businesses, and 53% of HEs have developed new products or services since the exchange took place;

· Networking, new markets, internationalisation: 65% of HEs extended their operations to other markets, with 24% of them operating in the NE’s country since the exchange;

· More resilient companies, further business development and more innovation: 58% of NEs stated that EYE contributed much or very much to the good start of the company and ca. 50% of NEs benefited substantially in finding a supplier or buyer or joint venture partner in the short term.

"Calls on the Commission and the Member States to consider that if the impact of administrative requirements is felt disproportionately by SMEs, measures to minimise the burden and obstacles should be systematically considered while ensuring that employees receive adequate health and safety protection; stresses in this regard that specific obstacles need tailor-made solutions, taking into account the wide variety of SMEs"; (paragraph 51)
Article 153(2)(b) TFEU stipulates that Directives shall avoid imposing administrative, financial and legal constraints, in a way which would hold back the creation and development of small and medium-sized undertakings. The special position of SMEs is therefore always taken into account in the preparation of any future legislative measures.

Several EU occupational health and safety (OSH) Directives already contain flexibility or lighter regimes for SMEs, e.g. Framework Directive 89/391/EEC (lighter regime possible for risk assessment documentation), Construction Sites Directive 92/57/EEC (no prior notice needed for the competent authorities before work starts), Vibrations and Noise Directives 2002/44/EC and 2003/10/EC (flexibility in carrying out the risk assessment).

The on-going comprehensive ex-post evaluation of 24 EU Directives on Health and Safety at Work aims at a wide evaluation of the legislation, including in terms of benefits, research and new scientific knowledge. It has a special focus on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The results of the evaluation may lead to initiatives to improve the operation of the regulatory framework. The final outcome of the evaluation is expected in the course of 2016.

"Calls on the Commission to facilitate efficient exchanges of best practices among the Member States regarding their different regulatory environments for SMEs (…)"; (paragraph 53)
All the pillars of the Better Regulation Agenda include a strong SME dimension.

The Commission has put in place a number of tools to listen with a more sensitive ear to the concerns of businesses – and other stakeholders – about EU legislation and to take action swiftly to address these concerns.

The improved stakeholder consultation will create more transparency as it extends stakeholders’ opportunity to comment on EU policy-making throughout the whole policy-making cycle.

The Commission is also taking measures to further improve the quality of the 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 use of the SME test in Member States.

Furthermore, SMEs should benefit from the Regulatory Fitness and Performance (REFIT) programme, 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 achieved not only by the Commission but it also includes developments taking place in the European Parliament and Council.

The mission of the Network of SME Envoys is to anchor the "think small first" principle in policy making at EU and national level, to strengthen SMEs' competitiveness and to unleash their potential to grow and create jobs. The Envoys actively exchange best practices at national level and help linking the SME business community with the European Commission, e.g. reporting to the Commission national SME business community views on issues with EU policies or legislation or helping maximise the benefits of EU programmes for small business.

"… calls on the Commission and the Member States to improve the enforcement of the Late Payments Directive; calls, furthermore, on the Member States to consider adequate financial mechanisms, such as bank guarantees"; (paragraph 61)
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.

"Calls on the Commission to create the European framework regulation to facilitate the creation of pan-European crowd-funding and crowd investing markets"; (paragraph 62)
As demonstrated by the Commission Staff Working document "Crowdfunding in the EU Capital Markets Union", SWD(2016) 154 final, to promote the growth of crowdfunding and appropriately protect investors, Member States have put in place a range of measures to regulate crowdfunding – either using the EU legislative framework where appropriate or via national regimes. These national frameworks are broadly consistent in terms of the objectives and outcomes they seek to achieve, but are tailored to local markets and domestic regulatory approaches. Given the predominantly local nature of crowdfunding, there is no strong case for EU level policy intervention at this juncture. Crowdfunding is still relatively small and needs space to innovate and develop. Given the dynamism of crowdfunding and the potential for future cross border expansion, it will be important to monitor the development of the sector and the effectiveness, and degree of convergence, of national regulatory frameworks. The Commission will therefore maintain regular dialogue, through twice yearly meetings, with the European Supervisory Authorities, Member States, and the crowdfunding sector to promote convergence, sharing of best practice and keep developments under review. The Commission will assess the development of cross-border business and consider in particular the investor protection aspects. This will ensure the Commission is able to respond in a timely manner if further steps to support convergence of regulatory approaches are needed, both to promote the development of the sector and to ensure appropriate investor protection.

"Calls on the Commission to facilitate the securitisation of loans to micro-companies and SMEs to increase their available credit"; (paragraph 63)
The Commission is supporting the revival of European SME securitisation markets through financial instruments as well as legislation. The COSME guarantee instruments ("COSME Loan Guarantee Facility") have a securitisation option to foster additional sources of finance to SMEs, including micro-companies. Equally, the SME Initiative has a Securitisation Instrument for which Italy has already signed an agreement. Furthermore, the Commission tabled a proposal for a new securitisation framework in 2015 as part of the Capital Markets Union initiative. The objective of the proposal is to promote the use of simple, transparent and standardised securitisation transactions and thus generate complementary finance for the real economy and all SMEs including micro-companies. This is now under discussion in the European Parliament.

"Calls on the Commission and the Member States to improve the regulatory framework for social businesses"; (paragraph 64)
A number of key recommendations have been made by experts of GECES (Expert Group on Social Entrepreneurship) with respect to the provision of legal and regulatory frameworks to encourage the creation and development of social economy and social enterprises.

The Commission is currently evaluating these recommendations. The Commission has already announced a call for proposals under COSME Work Programme 2017 to select consortia to train public buyers in Member States to make the best use of the new public procurement rules for social enterprises.

"… calls on the Commission, EU-OSHA and the Member States to continue developing practical tools and guidelines, which support, facilitate and improve the compliance of SMEs and micro-enterprises with OSH requirements"; (paragraph 65)
Improving implementation of existing OSH legislation, in particular by helping micro and small enterprises (MSEs), has been identified as one of the three key challenges in the current EU Strategic Framework on Health and Safety at Work 2014-2020.

The Strategic Framework also proposes actions and instruments to address this challenge, for example by providing tools, sharing good practice and carrying out awareness raising campaigns.

The Commission has developed a number of practical guides, such as a non-binding guide supporting the implementation of Electromagnetic Fields Directive 2013/35/EU; furthermore, the Commission is carrying out a Study on "improving intervention of labour inspection in micro and small enterprises regarding legislation transposing EU OSH directives" which will also include a set of recommendations and practical manual for labour inspectors.

The EU-OSHA also provides useful resources targeted at this group of enterprises within a framework of its online interactive risk assessment (OiRA) platform, MSEs project, biannual Healthy Workplaces Campaigns and other ongoing activities.

Currently there are EU and national OiRA tools for over 50 sectoral and occupational activities, and many more are under development. Some national OiRA tools have been developed with support by the ESF, for example, in Bulgaria.

Under its e-Tools project, the EU-OSHA aims at stimulating the development of new OSH e-tools and at supporting, promoting and disseminating existing e-tools.

EU-OSHA's Funding guide provides a comprehensive overview of the possible EU funding sources providing financial support for activities, initiatives and projects related to OSH.

"Calls on the Commission to continue taking into account the specific nature and situation of SMEs and micro-enterprises when revising the strategic framework in order to help these companies meet the objectives set out as regards health and safety in the workplace"; (paragraph 67)
The Commission will continue to take into account the specific nature and situation of SMEs and micro-enterprises in its future political and legislative initiatives concerning health and safety at work, including the revision of the EU OSH Strategic Framework.

"Calls on the Commission to adopt, when appropriate and in the framework of the European Semester’s country-specific recommendations, a differentiated approach to improving the environment for SMEs, taking into account the country-specific circumstances and the EU regions’ specific structural differences, in order to enhance greater economic, social and territorial cohesion; calls furthermore on the Commission to focus on SMEs, in particular on micro-enterprises"; (paragraph 68)
The Small Business Act (SBA) country fact sheets, prepared within the SME Performance Review process, are published annually for each Member State. These SBA country fact sheets are among the inputs taken into account for the European Semester’s country-specific recommendations. Specific SME issues, including those related in particular to micro-enterprises, are thus indeed in the focus of the Commission’s efforts to improve the environment for SMEs.

"Highlights the need to facilitate access to the single market by removing the remaining unjustified administrative barriers and by combating unfair competition, market distortions, bogus self-employment and ‘letter box companies’; calls on the Member States to ensure equitable access conditions to their national market for SMEs, particularly in providing cross-border services; welcomes, in this regard, the strong focus on SMEs in the 2015 Single Market Strategy and urges the Commission and Member States to follow up on the positive initiatives with specific measures that are tangible to SMEs" (paragraph 73)
The Commission welcomes the European Parliament’s call on Member States to ensure equitable access conditions to their national market for SMEs, particularly in providing cross-border services, as this is in line with the adopted Single Market Strategy. The Commission has already delivered a set of initiatives announced in the Single Market Strategy (SMS):

· the legislative proposal to prevent discrimination against consumers based on nationality or residence (25 May 2016);

· the standards package (1 June 2016, incl. the Joint Initiative on Standardisation and dedicated guidance on services standards);

· the European Agenda for the collaborative economy (2 June 2016).

All other initiatives will be completed by the end of 2017. Their focus is on practical measures helping small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and start-ups to grow and expand.

"Calls on the Commission to conduct an impact assessment regarding the implications of the proposed TTIP agreement, and of granting China market economy status on the number and quality of jobs in the SME sector in all Member States; stresses that such an impact assessment should include a detailed analysis of the types of SMEs and sectors that might be affected"; (paragraph 91)
Before any trade agreement negotiation, the Commission launches an Impact Assessment (IA), and during the negotiation a more detailed Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA). In both assessments, the impact on SMEs issues is addressed in a specific chapter when relevant. The SIA analyses in detail the impact of a trade agreement in economic, social and environmental terms. A chapter is dedicated to social impacts including employment-related issues through the possible changes in economic and trade patterns and rules setting.

The Commission launched in 2013 a Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA) on TTIP, for which an interim report was published in July 2016. The TSIA includes a chapter on economic impacts, including on Member States, sectors and SMEs, and detailed analyses of eight key sectors for transatlantic trade, which also include SME-related information.

With regard to granting China market economy status and its impact on sectors and SMEs, in particular the numbers and type of small companies and the quality of jobs they provide, an in-depth Impact Assessment was conducted to measure the consequences of possible changes to the treatment of China in anti-dumping investigations by Member State and by economic sector, with a particular focus on jobs. In that context, the situation of SMEs was given specific attention.

"… recommends that the Commission create the requisite conditions for SMEs to adapt and move gradually into the Digital Single Market"; (paragraph 92)
The Digital Single Market provides clear opportunities for the SMEs willing to scale up by setting up favourable conditions to create a level-playing field for cross-border business operations in Europe. The access of the SMEs to a borderless home market of 508 million customers and 20 million companies will allow them afterwards to compete in the global digital economy.

In view of evaluating the potential, benefits and challenges for SMEs with regard to their growth and job creation potential in the different Member States, different monitoring tools were set up, one of them being Digital Economy and Society Index.

The Commission launched during the last years different programmes and initiatives in support of innovative start-ups and SMEs such as the SME Instrument and Start-up Europe, and their positive impact is beginning to be measurable.

In December 2016, the Commission will launch the Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition, to tackle the lack of digital skills in Europe and the thousands of unfilled ICT-related vacancies across all industry sectors.

Moreover, Digital Innovation Hubs (DHI) are planned to be developed across Europe with a view of offering a "one stop shop" for businesses. The model proposed to be developed will be looking into offering rapid responses and simple contracting mechanisms to industry needs, allowing for a very short time from idea to hands-on experimentation and development which is essential for SMEs and start-ups.

"Welcomes the presence of information portals aimed specifically at SMEs, such as the ‘Access to Finance Portal’ on Your Europe, and calls on the Commission to further improve their functionality, accessibility and to transform them into more interactive instruments; highlights in particular the importance of delivering effectively the new Single Digital Gateway announced in the Single Market Strategy as an online access point to all single-market related information and services"; (paragraph 95)
SMEs have to be properly informed on how to get access to EU financing in the least complex and bureaucratic way. The Access to Finance portal allows SMEs to get in touch with over 1000 financial institutions that work with the EU. On this website, all information needed to apply for financing supported by the EU is available. SMEs can just contact one of the EU financial intermediaries that work with the EU and apply for financing supported by the EU. The application procedure is exactly the same as for a simple bank loan. The website is subject to regular improvements of its accessibility, thanks to new and interactive functionalities. On top of this, the Enterprise Europe Network is available in all Member States with hundreds of contact points established in main cities, to support SMEs requests at local level.

The Commission foresees to adopt a proposal on the Single Digital Gateway in the first quarter of 2017. An inception impact assessment was published on 5 July 2016, and a public consultation
 was launched. The objective will be to address the current fragmentation and information gaps by completing and linking up relevant EU and national-level online information, assistance services and procedures in a user-friendly way. The vision is to provide online "everything that entrepreneurs and citizens need" to do business and/ or to travel to, buy from, work, study or reside in another country in the EU Single Market.
-------------

� http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/newsroom/cf/itemdetail.cfm?item_id=8896
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