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INTRODUCTION

At the Lisbon summit in March 2000, the European Union set itself the goal of becoming the
world’s most dynamic and competitive knowledge-based economy by 2010. To help to
achieve this goal, the eEurope initiative was adopted, aiming at promoting an Information
Society for All. The eEurope 2002 Action Plan, endorsed at the Feira European Council in
June 2000, includes as a key action to “encourage SMEs to Go Digital”.

As a follow-up to the eEurope 2002 Action Plan, the Commission’s Communication and
Action Plan “Helping SMEs to Go Digital”, COM(2001) 136, was launched in March 2001.
The overall objective was to:

“encourage SMEs to 'Go Digital' through co-ordinated networking activities for the exchange
of knowledge on best practice, e-commerce readiness and benchmarking ‘reference centres’
to help SMEs to introduce e-commerce into their business strategies”.

The Go Digital initiative responds to this objective by:

– Identifying the main obstacles SMEs face as they engage in e-business;

– Proposing specific actions to help SMEs “Go Digital”, in particular by building on
existing policies and initiatives;

– Ensuring consistency among the various policies and initiatives to support SMEs
going digital at the European, national, regional and local levels, and

– Learning from practical experience and benchmarking various strategies to help
SMEs to go digital.

Specifically, the communication identified three main priorities under which eleven specific
actions to help SMEs to “Go Digital” were proposed. The main action lines were:

– To promote a favourable environment and framework conditions for electronic
business and entrepreneurship, e.g. by benchmarking national support policies and
providing better information about applicable legislation;

– To facilitate the take-up of electronic business, e.g. by raising awareness, supporting
pilot projects and promoting open standards;

– To contribute to the development of Information and Communication Technology
(ICT) skills, e.g. by fostering private-public partnerships and intensifying the
dialogue with Member States.

This working document of the Commission services provides an overview of the actions so
far undertaken in support of the Go Digital initiative. It will be followed by a Communication
of the Commission on the full implementation of the Go Digital actions and the lessons to be
learnt, based on experience so far, including the political perspective. This will be prepared
and presented to the Industry Council in May 2003 for further discussion.

The overall conclusion is that, so far, good progress has been made in most areas, with very
promising results achieved with respect to the promotion of the use of e-business by SMEs,
although there is still a need to maintain the momentum of the action lines. Moreover, taking
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into account the economic context, the Go Digital initiative has contributed to counterbalance
the excessive pessimism resulting from the sharp economic slowdown and the stock market
correction over the last year-and-a-half. Despite the economic slowdown, the adoption and
diffusion of ICT1 played a fundamental role in the resurgence of productivity growth in the
US in recent years. By further promoting the productive use of ICT and e-business in Europe,
the Go Digital initiative sent a positive message to European SMEs and thus helped to ensure
that their expectations about new technologies and e-business are based both on realism and a
recognition of their potential benefits.

                                                
1 European Competitiveness Report 2001.



5

1. POLICY FOLLOW-UP

The Commission’s Communication “Helping SMEs to Go Digital” has been subject to
discussion in the Industry Council, the Economic and Social Committee (ESC) and the
Committee of the Regions. It mostly received positive comments, although some concerns
were expressed as well. The main conclusions can be summarised as follows:

– The Industry Council welcomed the Commission Communication “Helping SMEs to
Go Digital” as an important contribution in order to facilitate SMEs entry into, or to
improve participation in, the knowledge-based economy, and welcomed the
initiatives it sets out. In particular, the Industry Council supported the idea of
benchmarking national e-policies and stressed the need to improve the measurement
of the e-economy in a consistent manner;

– The Committee of the Regions (CoR) welcomed the Communication as an effort to
highlight the barriers that SMEs experience in maximising their use of ICT and
proposed a range of actions to overcome these obstacles by helping SMEs to go
digital. Moreover, it strongly urged that the Go Digital initiative be given a priority
within the work of the Commission, and also the Member States, as well as sufficient
resources to ensure that it achieves concrete results.

The CoR also expressed its concerns at the possible widening of the socio-economic
gaps between regions, by creating a digital divide. It emphasised that the Go Digital
initiative should address the real problems that SMEs face, particularly in less
favoured, more remote areas of the European Union;

– The Economic and Social Committee (ESC) took the view that most of the Go
Digital actions are orientated in the right direction, but that the deadlines were not
ambitious enough. Therefore, doubts have been expressed whether the Go Digital
initiative would be successful in reducing the existing disparities between European
SMEs and SMEs in other countries. Moreover, the ESC believed that the scarcity of
serious European funding discourages the adoption of e-commerce solutions. The
ESC stressed the need for further awareness building and proposed the creation of a
European information network to better inform SMEs about e-business related
issues, building upon existing networks in this field.

As a result of the Go Digital initiative, co-operation with and between Member States has
been strengthened. The “E-business Policy Group”, as established under the project on
benchmarking national and regional e-business policies in favour of SMEs, has offered the
opportunity to exchange views on the needs of SMEs and to identify best governmental
support strategies in this field. Following this experience, the need for a further institutional
dialogue on e-business related issues has been identified as a major challenge to be addressed
by future actions in support of e-business.

The results of the Go Digital initiative have been acknowledged in the report from the
Commission to the Council and the European Parliament on the implementation of the
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European Charter for Small Enterprises2. Indeed, the Go Digital initiative can be considered
as an important specific action in support of SMEs.

2. THE STATISTICAL PICTURE: AN UPDATE

The Go Digital communication was based on data about Internet access by SMEs in 1999.
Since then, some remarkable progress has been made, although SMEs are still lagging behind
larger enterprises.

Table 1 – Access to Internet 1999 and 2001 by size of enterprise (% of SMEs)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

 0 -     9

10 -   49

50 - 249

Access 1999 Access 2001

Source: 2001 ENSR survey on SMEs, used as the basis for the European Observatory for SMEs 2001

As is clear from the data for 1999 and 2001, Internet access has generally increased. In
particular, micro-enterprises appear to be catching up rapidly with larger SMEs. The
percentage of enterprises with less than ten employees having Internet access increased from
40% to 70% in this period, whereas the percentage for enterprises with between 50 and
249 employees increased from 85% to 92%.

The overall increase does not fully reflect the very good progress made in some countries
during the period. For example, in Greece there has been an increase from 24% to 78%
between 1999 and 2001 in the percentage of micro-enterprises and SMEs having access to the
Internet. The increase has also been also rapid in Italy (from 35% to 73%), Austria (from 49%
to 87%) and the United Kingdom (from 38% to 75%). Portugal, though still lagging behind
other countries, has shown an increase from 22% to 46% between 1999 and 2001.

The variation in the levels of Internet access between the different countries suggests that
there are still important barriers, in some countries, preventing SMEs from “going digital”. In
the “Go Digital” Communication, such obstacles have been identified and further described.
Since then, statistical analysis has been undertaken to assess these obstacles in more detail3.

                                                
2 The Charter for Small Enterprises was endorsed by the Feira European Council, and demonstrates the

central importance of small businesses and the Council’s commitment to act in their support.
3 It should be noted that the methodology followed by the ENSR Survey is different from that of the

Eurostat survey. Whereas the ENSR survey asked for the single most important barrier to e-
commerce, the Eurostat survey asked for the most important barriers, offering the possibility for
multiple answers. Therefore the results of the two surveys are not comparable.
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Table 2 – Single most important reason for not using the Internet, by size of enterprise

Size of enterprise
Reason for not using Internet Micro

0 - 9
Small
10 - 49

Medium
50 - 249

No skilled personnel 17 20 16

It would not pay off 18 14 16

Do not trust technology/security 3 2 3

No confidence in regulatory environment 1 1 2

National differences in consumer protection 0 4 0

Cost of distribution product too high 2 2 0

Customers' access to internet is insufficient 6 9 5

Does not apply to my type of enterprise/product 43 40 40

Don't know/no answer 9 9 18

Total 100 100 100

Source : 2001 ENSR survey on SMEs, used as the basis for the European Observatory for SMEs 2001

From this analysis it can be concluded that:

– Micro-enterprises (0-9 employees) and small enterprises (10-49 employees) share, in
general, the same problems as medium sized enterprises (50-249 employees);

– The most important factors impeding SMEs of all sizes to Go Digital are their
conviction that e-commerce is not applicable to their type of products or services and
the lack of perceived commercial benefits;

– ICT skills gaps seem to be more important for small enterprises (10-49) than for
micro-enterprises and medium sized enterprises. A possible explanation would be
that small enterprises start using more sophisticated applications of ICT and e-
business, while the micro-enterprises may content themselves with first steps in ICT
usage, e.g. Internet access and simple Web presence;

– National differences in consumer protection legislation apparently hurt only small
enterprises (10-49) rather than micro-enterprises and medium sized enterprises. This
is reflecting the fact that most micro-enterprises are not engaged in the same manner
in cross-border trading, whereas medium sized enterprises may have the resources to
deal with the legal issues arising.

From the available statistical data it can be concluded that, despite considerable progress on
the adoption of ICT and e-business practices, SMEs are still lagging behind larger enterprises.
In many cases, this may reflect commercial considerations and thus are not likely to be
changed in the near future. However, the further analysis of the problem shows also that there
are still a number of barriers which call for policy actions.
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3. BARRIERS TO SME USE OF E-COMMERCE

Since the launch of the Go Digital initiative, additional data on the barriers to the adoption of
e-Commerce has been obtained from the e-commerce survey of Eurostat4 This was carried out
in 2001 and provides the most comprehensive picture of the main inhibitors to e-Commerce in
Europe.

The survey provides evidence in three areas, namely, barriers to Internet use, barriers to the
use of e-Commerce for purchases and barriers to the use of e-Commerce for sales. This data
has been provided by Member States participating in the survey, and in many cases there is
significant variation in the importance of the barriers between them.

According to the Eurostat survey the most important barriers to the use of the Internet are the
lack of security on the Internet and the slow speed and instability of telecommunications
networks, followed by the lack of perceived benefits from having Internet access, the cost of
establishing Internet access, the lack of appropriate e-business skills and the cost of
maintaining Internet access.

Table 3 – Barriers to using the Internet

Reason for not using the Internet % of SMEs (range within EU Member
States) describing this as very important

Set up costs too high 6%-27%

Internet access charges too high 7%-19%

Lack of skills 6%-23%

Lack of perceived benefits 7%-27%

Data communication too slow/unstable 9%-39%

Lack of security 20%-40%

(Source: Eurostat - European Community survey on e-commerce 2001)

Legal uncertainty and uncertainty about making payments are the most important barriers to
the use of e-commerce for purchases. In addition, the unavailability of goods and services via
e-Commerce and the insufficient number of other e-commerce players are also reported as
being very important inhibitors for SMEs to migrate to a more sophisticated use of ICT in
their business operations.

                                                
4 This major survey was conducted by Eurostat together with the National Statistics Institutes in 13 EU

Member States, and sponsored by DG Enterprise. It was conducted for the first time in 2001, and is
intended to be a continuing annual process. The total gross sample in 13 EU countries amounted to
100 000 enterprises with at least 10 employees. This generally covered all sectors of the economy
(except in Germany, where only the retail and wholesale trade, restaurant and catering sectors were
included). The survey was undertaken between November 2000 and June 2001, and had an overall
response rate across the Member States of approximately 40%.
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Table 4 – Barriers to adopting e-Commerce for purchases

Reason for not adopting e-Commerce for purchases % of SMEs (range within EU Member
States) describing this as very important

Goods/services cannot be purchased via e-Commerce 3%-32%

Stock of potential suppliers too small 7%-27%

Delivery costs 3%-16%

Logistics problems 4%-20%

Uncertainty in making payments 8%-37%

Legal uncertainty 5%-40%

(Source: Eurostat - European Community survey on e-commerce 2001)

The most important barriers to e-commerce sales, as perceived by SMEs, are that the goods or
services they are offering may not be suitable for electronic trading and concerns about
potential sales channel conflict. While the validity of those concerns remains an open
question, they suggest that it may be unrealistic to believe that all SMEs have a commercial
interest in trading on-line. Moreover, legal uncertainty, uncertainty about payments5 and the
cost of e-Commerce systems are also very important barriers and, more generally, this points
to the reason why, across the EU, e-Commerce has been adopted by SMEs more widely for
purchases than for sales.

Table 5 – Barriers to adopting e-Commerce for sales

Reason for not adopting e-Commerce for sales % of SMEs (range within EU Member
States) describing this as very important

Goods/services unsuitable for e-Commerce sales 2%-47%

Stock of potential customers too small 3%-30%

Uncertainty in payments 3%-34%

Legal uncertainty 2%-35%

E-commerce systems costs 3%-31%

Logistics problems 2%-23%

Consideration for existing sales channels 2%-47%

(Source: Eurostat - European Community survey on e-commerce 2001)

                                                
5 In the framework of the Fraud Prevention Action Plan, the Directorate General for the Internal Market

will soon commission a study to compare the public perception of the security aspects of electronic
payments with the reality (DG MARKT's Fraud Prevention webpage:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/internal_market/en/finances/payment/fraud/index.htm).
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4. PROGRESS IN IMPLEMENTING THE GO DIGITAL ACTIONS

Considerable progress has been made in all of the eleven actions referred to in the
Communication “Helping SMEs to Go Digital”. This section provides an overview of the
actions taken so far to implement the Go Digital initiative. As these actions are still on going,
a full impact assessment isn’t yet possible at this stage. In any case, it is worth noting that the
main responsibility for the transition towards the e-Economy lies with the enterprises
themselves. Therefore, policy actions can only facilitate this structural change and should not
claim to be the only, or even the decisive, factor in determining whether or not SMEs “go
digital”.

Action 1: Benchmarking of national and regional strategies in support of e-business

� To launch a benchmarking initiative of national and regional ICT and e-business
strategies, in close co-operation with the Member States, under the BEST 2001
programme;

The benchmarking initiative was launched in June 2001, under the Multiannual Programme
for Enterprise and Entrepreneurship (MAP 2001-2005). The Enterprise Directorate General
has established a group of experts from the Member States and Norway ie the E-Business
Policy Group (EBPG). The objective of this group is to collect information and assess
national and regional public sector policies to help SMEs to “Go Digital”. The OECD, the
Committee of the Regions and the relevant Commission services are also participating in the
work of the EBPG.

So far, the EBPG has prepared a synthesis report, describing the current situation of the
adoption of ICT and e-business by SMEs, and providing a snapshot of national and regional
policy initiatives in specific areas, such as raising awareness and ICT skills, promoting
business support networks and helping SMEs to participate in e-marketplaces. An EU
workshop on regional and local strategies to help SMEs to “Go Digital” was co-organised by
the Committee of the Regions and the Enterprise Directorate General on 21-22 January 2002,
seeking to complete the picture with additional initiatives at regional and local level. The
synthesis report has been published at the Europa site of the European Commission, and
offered for open consultation of the relevant stakeholders6.

As a further step, the EBPG is currently assessing the identified national and regional policies
in support of e-business for SMEs against pre-defined benchmarks, with a view to identifying
examples of good public sector practice in developing e-business policies for SMEs. A high-
level conference will be organised in June 2002, in order to present the results of the
benchmarking initiative to national and regional policy makers and SME representative
bodies, and to launch a debate on possible targets and quantitative indicators for e-business
related enterprise policy. The conference will be seeking to raise the political commitment to
adapt national and European policies towards agreed objectives and targets.

It is expected that the main results of the benchmarking initiative and targets for e-business
related enterprise policy will be presented to the Industry Council on 6 November 2002.

                                                
6 For further information:

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/ict/policy/benchmarking.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/ict/policy/cons-benchmar-nebp.htm.
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Action 2: Measuring of take-up of ICT and e-business

� To develop and regularly publish a Go Digital "scoreboard", based on a common
methodology;

� To publish periodic sectoral and cross-sectoral reports which will be analysing structural
changes and market trends in different sectors, as a result of the transition towards the
digital economy;

� To organise a series of workshops in order to review and validate the empirical findings
and identify appropriate policy responses;

� To support workshops/conferences, organised by business federations, Chambers of
Commerce and business support networks such as Euro Info Centres (EICs) and
Innovation Relay Centres (IRCs) under the Go Digital umbrella.

The Enterprise Directorate General published a call for tenders in August 2001 in order to
establish an e-business market watch function7 which will develop and regularly publish a
number of quantitative indicators related to the take-up of e-business by SMEs. The work
started in December 2001 through a contract award, with a total duration of 18 months.

This work will include a general survey on the take up of e-commerce in Europe, as well as
the further analysis of the impact of ICT and e-business on 15 different sectors (e.g. food &
beverages, publishing & printing, chemicals, retail, tourism, machinery & equipment,
business services, etc.). The analysis will be based on input from secondary information
sources, including industry associations and a network of experts. As a result, reports will be
issued on a quarterly basis. For this, the establishment of an e-Business W@tch web-site is
envisaged.

In addition, it is envisaged that the results will be further disseminated and discussed with the
business community and policy makers at special events, to be organised by the contractors.
The Watch function will only be fully operational from June 2002 onwards.

Therefore, it can be concluded that all the measures have been implemented as envisaged,
with one minor modification. The idea of supporting conferences/workshops organised by
business federations, Chambers of Commerce and business support networks has not been
followed up as envisaged. Instead, it has become an integral part of the e-Business watch
function.

Action 3: Improve access to information and collect feedback for policy making
purposes in the area of electronic commerce legislation

� To set up an on-line information service to cover legal aspects of e-commerce), under the
European Commission’s web-site of the initiative “Dialogue with Businesses”
(http://europa.eu.int/business);

� To launch a project, under the Information Society Technologies (IST) Programme, in
support of a legal portal by mid 2001.

These measures have been implemented as planned. A call for proposals on an “e-business
legal portal” was published in March 2002; preparation for this action started in July 2001. It

                                                
7 Further information is available on the Europa website of the European Commission:

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/ict/policy/market-watch.htm.

mailto:W@tch
http://europa.eu.int/business)
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was mainly addressed to EuroInfoCenters/Chambers of Commerce and other non-profit
business associations. Its objective is to provide an on-line information service, with an
overview of relevant e-commerce legislation and self-regulatory initiatives and to provide
personalised legal advice on specific, frequently asked questions in the field of e-business. It
will also help the European Commission to identify the most important legal problems facing
companies when they conduct business on-line. Partner organisations from different Member
States will be invited to share the information material and to establish a European-wide
information system, with a view to providing SMEs with the relevant information on “doing
business electronically”.

A project, under the Information Society Technologies (IST) Programme, developing a legal
portal on electronic commerce issues, eCOMMLEX, started in July 2001. The national
regulatory advice is available on-line8. The results of this project will be incorporated into,
and further enhanced by, the e-business legal portal described above.

In addition, the Information Society Directorate General launched in January 2002 a project to
collate EU legislation relevant to electronic commerce9. These different projects will be
streamlined in 2003, with the view to establishing a European-wide information service on
e-business related issues, as suggested by the Economic and Social Committee.

Action 4: Electronic Business Interoperability

� To organise a workshop in Brussels on standards for e-market places, by April/May 2001,
with e-market makers, industrial associations, European Standards Organisations and
SMEs;

� To continue supporting the implementation of the Rolling Standardisation Action Plan of
standards organisations CEN, CENELEC and ETSI , through the publication by June 2002
of a call for proposals on consensus-building initiatives in support of GoDigital.

Both measures have been implemented as envisaged. The open workshop “E-market places:
new challenges for enterprise policy, competition and standardisation” took place in Brussels
on 23-24 April 2001. The objective of this workshop was to identify future priorities for
enterprise policy and standardisation, in order to facilitate the creation of open, non-
discriminatory e-market places in Europe. The workshop was attended by 250 participants
from business associations, standards bodies and research organisations10.

The European Standardisation Organisations have agreed in June 2001 on an action plan in
support of eEurope. The eEurope Standards Action Plan (eSAP) aims at streamlining
European standardisation work towards the objectives and time schedules set by the eEurope
Action Plan. This has resulted in many new standardisation initiatives and to an acceleration
of the standardisation work. In addition, great emphasis has been put on a better dissemination
of the eEurope related standards, resulting in the on-line availability of most of the
deliverables.

In order to speed up the standardisation work in this domain and to ensure the full
participation of all relevant stakeholders, the Commission has agreed to financially support

                                                
8 At http://www.eLexPortal.com.
9 At http://europa.eu.int/information_society/ecommerce.
10 The report with the main results of the workshop has been published at

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/ict/e-marketplaces/workshop_final_report.pdf.
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the eEurope Standards Action Plan, in particular in support of standardisation initiatives in the
fields of e-learning, e-accessibility, smart cards and e-signatures. The resulting
standardisation documents are available, for free download, via the eEurope standardisation
web site11.

Action 5: Promoting awareness for going digital

� To organise a Go Digital kick-off meeting, in May 2001, with European associations,
Chambers of Commerce, business support networks and other institutions that can act as
multipliers to help SMEs to “Go Digital”;

� To support a number of GoDigital awareness events throughout the European Union,
bringing together SMEs, ICT vendors and e-market players;

� To organise a "Go Digital Summit", where results and experiences will be shared, by late
2001.

The first two measures have been implemented as envisaged and the third one is being
prepared.

The Go Digital awareness campaign was launched with a kick-off meeting in April 2001,
followed by the publication of a call for proposals by the Enterprise Directorate General. The
objectives of the awareness campaign are to encourage multiplier organisations to launch Go
Digital events and workshops at European, national and regional level, in order to
demonstrate the potential benefits of adopting e-business, to promote the efficient use of
e-business by SMEs and to provide them with practical assistance on how to participate in the
e-Economy and take full advantage it.

In order to disseminate the results of the Go Digital awareness campaign and to inform SMEs
about new policy initiatives in this field, a Go Digital web-site12, managed by the Information
Society Directorate-General, has been established. This web site receives approximately
200 hits per week, with around 20 special questions to be answered by the Commission’s
services. The Go Digital mailing list has 413 subscribers.

As a result of the call for proposals, twelve partners from different countries were selected
and a series of 70 events in the context of regional and national campaigns will be held across
Europe in 2002. The grant beneficiaries as well as the full list of the Go Digital events are
shown on the Go Digital web site. In the first quarter of 2002, a further call for proposals was
published.

In addition, the Euro Info Centers launched an e-business campaign in September 2001,
focusing on SMEs. The campaign is organised under the Go Digital logo in 18 European
countries, and in close co-operation with national, regional and local players. Each national
campaign consists of a package of measures for providing practical information and advice to
SMEs on how to implement e-business. A key feature is that all national programmes include
a number of follow-up actions, to enable SMEs to benefit from additional information and
advice over a six-month period. Numerous events have been organised so far, while the topics
vary widely according to local needs. Most national campaigns had some general introductory
events on practical aspects of e-business for SMEs. Several countries also included a detailed

                                                
11 At http://www.e-europestandards.org.
12 At http://europa.eu.int/information_society/ecommerce/godigital.
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programme of events on specific e-business topics such as e-business for export, taxation
aspects of e-business, how to increase visibility on the web, how to realise an e-business
strategy, etc.

The GoDigital summit will be organised in May 2002. The main objective of this conference
is to present the results so far achieved, to discuss them with representatives from the business
community and identify future challenges in support of e-business for SMEs. Furthermore,
best business practice will be shared and on-line discussions organised. Moreover, an
electronic business promotion video for use at the summit and in awareness activities is
planned for May 2002. The video will provide information about GoDigital activities and
about e-business in general.

Action 6: Electronic commerce take-up

� To support the organisation of trials for SME users and suppliers aimed at promoting the
evaluation and introduction of leading-edge technology ie technology whose commercial
viability is considered to be promising but not yet fully established;

� To support the promotion of best practice projects ie projects aimed at promoting the take
up of proven but not widely deployed technologies;

� To support the organisation of demonstration projects to show how new technologies
assessed as being commercially viable could be implemented.

These measures have been implemented as envisaged. Over 60 take-up projects (best practice,
trial or demonstration) are currently in progress under the IST programme. As a result of the
call for proposals closed in November 2001, seven new take-up projects are being launched.
A new call for take-up projects, including a specific focus on “Helping SMEs to use
Information Society technologies” was opened in November 2001 and closed on 21 February
2002.

In late 2001 and early 2002 the Information Society Directorate General carried out a
preliminary internal assessment of 41 take-up projects in progress. A public version of the
assessment report will be published in the coming months. It shows that partners from all
15 Member States, as well as 16 other countries including the EU accession states are active
in the projects. The business sectors addressed range from primary sectors such as agri-food
and utilities to manufacturing and textiles through to services including healthcare and
tourism. The assessment also illustrates that the thematic areas most important to SMEs in the
projects were e-business and e-commerce as well as knowledge management and supply
chain management.

Most of the projects will produce products and services that will be beneficial to a broad
range of SMEs. These will begin to emerge from the projects this year and this will continue
over the next two to three years. Packaged ‘business cases’ will also be produced and these
will be reusable by SMEs and their support organisations (catalysts) in many regions and
sectors. This confirms that IST e-Business take-up projects can make a significant
contribution to the present GoDigital initiative as well as similar European level initiatives in
the future (e.g. within eEurope 2005).

A workshop entitled “e-business visioning” was held on 8 January 2002 in Brussels, as part of
the GoDigital initiative. This workshop brought together e-business policy makers from
national Ministries of Trade and Industry and regional and sectoral players in the SME



15

e-business area in order to present and discuss the initial results of the take-up project
assessment.

Having the assessment report as a starting point, a publication on electronic business take-up
and “lessons learnt” will be issued in the summer of 2002. An IST GoDigital Take-up
Concertation event is planned for mid-June 2002.

Action 7: Provision of a loan guarantee facility for SMEs

� To implement an SME Guarantee Facility via co-counter-guarantee schemes in Member
States, in order to provide SMEs with loans for investment in ICT and intangible assets
(hardware, software, training, and introduction of Internet and e-business practices). The
loan guarantees will be extended by the European Investment Fund to national guarantee
schemes and mutual guarantee societies.

The Fiduciary and Management Agreements for the financial instruments of the Multiannual
Programme for Enterprise and Entrepreneurship (MAP), including the SME Guarantee
Facility (of which the ICT Loan Guarantee Window is a part), were signed by the European
Commission and the European Investment Fund (EIF) on 18 December 2001. An information
notice was published in the Official Journal in February to announce to interested parties that
the three financial instruments are operational and to explain how to apply for them. The EIF
is now in position to assess the applications it receives for the instruments and can start
signing contracts with selected beneficiaries.

Action 8: Promoting the use of structural funds

� To use structural funds to support pilots, demonstrations and other projects promoting the
development and use of local content and applications, ICT skills training and the effective
use of ICT by SMEs;

� The Commission to carry out a number of actions to help ensure an efficient use of
Structural Funds earmarked for the information society and the knowledge-based economy
and for improving synergies between the IST-Programme and the Structural Funds;

� To implement the e-EuropeRegio: the information society at the service of regional
development, under the ERDF. The regional authorities concerned will be invited to
submit their proposals for programmes by 31 May at the latest each year between 2001
and 2005, including objectives such as encouraging SMEs to include electronic commerce
in their development strategies and to find suitable ways of meeting their employees' needs
in computer skills, and if possible, making use of applications developed under the IST-
Programme.

All these measures have been implemented as envisaged. The IST work programme 2001
contained a cross-programme action on “Regional and sectoral pilot actions and
demonstrations for the digital economy”. As result of the call, 12 projects, five accompanying
measure projects and seven RTD projects have been selected for funding. The projects started
in early 2002.

One of the selected projects now under negotiation, PRELUDE, will set the basis for
consolidation of the activities of already existing networks active at regional and local level13.

                                                
13 eris@, ELANET and Telecities.
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The project will also identify future research areas designed to enable regions to compete in
the digital economy.

In many ERDF programmes, the Information Society measures are very innovative. They are
designed to help the regions to find new ways of development by experimenting with the use
of advanced Information Society technologies in domains such as e-commerce, e-business,
GroupWare systems for firms, regional e-market place, regional portals for SMEs and for
tourism, e-government, e-learning, e-communities, tele-work, health care, public broadband
access to internet and citizen mobile services etc.

Following the Lyon conference on the role of ICT in cohesion policy, aspects of the
information society were given enhanced attention in the regions and at the local level. The
Commission is underpinning this process with a range of actions, specially targeted on the
outermost and island regions, because ICT is one of the critical factors in helping them to
overcome their specific disadvantages. A European conference on the role of ICT in
sustainable regional development in these regions took place in Tenerife on 11-12 April 2002,
and the outcome of the session on competing in the digital economy should help SMEs in
those regions to go digital. The results of this conference will be available shortly.

A study to evaluate the promotion of the Information Society in Social Fund mainstream
programmes 2000-2006, commissioned by the Commission, will be finalised during the
coming months. It will provide an overview of how and to what extent the regions have used
and intend to use the opportunities offered by the Social Fund programmes. In particular, the
case studies on selected regions should provide new insights into specific measures relevant
to the context of those regions, into best practice and into new approaches. The results of this
evaluation, particularly insofar as they relate to SMEs, could help to provide input for
managing authorities to feed into the midterm review of Social Fund mainstream
programmes.

In 2001, 103 out of 154 eligible regions submitted an application for a regional programme of
innovative actions. 81 of the 103 were accepted for co-financing by the European Regional
Development Fund (ERDF). The total amount for the 81 programmes will be
EUR 206 million. Out of the programmes to be adopted 61 included actions related to the
eEurope initiative. The ERDF share for eEurope theme is 38% of the total ERDF allocation.

In promoting skills, training and the knowledge-based society, the European Union underpins
its aims and priorities with financial support from the European Social Fund. Between 2002
and 2006, more than EUR 12 billion from the Social Fund has been earmarked for life-long
learning initiatives. For the so-called 'Objective 1' regions, the poorest in Europe, an estimated
EUR 6 billion will go towards encouraging access to the information society14.

Action 9: Supporting industry-led initiatives for new ICT curricula

� To support joint initiatives between industry and education for the definition of new
requirements for ICT skills and to adapt education curricula accordingly, working with the
European ICT Association (EICTA), education institutions and other stakeholders. In
particular, co-operation with the “Career-Space” project will be reinforced and extended,
particularly in the context of the Commission’s “eLearning: Designing tomorrow’s
education” initiative;

                                                
14 Information Society jobs – quality for change [SEC(2002) 372].



17

This measure has been implemented as planned. Supported by the Enterprise Directorate
General, the Career Space initiative is led by EICTA with the participation of 11 leading ICT
companies and includes co-operation with both industry and academic institutions. Career
Space started with an assessment of the “skills gap”, and went on to develop a better
definition of ICT job profiles and the ICT curricula required to develop ICT professionals. As
a result, it produced the reports “Generic ICT Skills: Future Skills for Tomorrow’s World”
and “Curriculum Development Guidelines: A new ICT Curriculum for the 21st Century”15.
Based on a comparative analysis of existing curricula and practices in universities, well-
structured recommendations for future development have been developed.

These Guidelines constitute a useful tool for universities and contribute to fostering mutually
beneficial public-private partnerships in education. Thus the Education and Culture
Directorate General sponsored a conference in Brussels on 6 December 2001 to present the
Guidelines to all relevant stakeholders, with a view to influencing their application in
universities.

A major challenge now lies in providing access to these new curricula. The European
Commission’s eLearning Initiative aims to support the modernisation of Europe’s education
and training systems through the effective and appropriate use of ICT16. Indeed, one of the
first projects to be launched from the recent Call for Proposals concerns the application of the
Career Space guidelines in selected European Universities, with e-learning support17.

The Commission supports the ideas of the Career Space consortium to further develop its
profiles and curricula guidelines beyond the needs of the ICT sector, to those of any sector in
which ICT professionals are engaged. Therefore, in 2002, the Enterprise Directorate General
will publish a call for proposals aiming at providing a specific contribution at European level
to the reduction of the ICT and e-business skills gap in Europe. The main objectives will be to
address specifically the needs of user industries and SMEs relating to the ICT and e-business
skills shortage, to promote public-private partnerships and to foster greater co-operation
between the existing initiatives in Europe.

Action 10: Creating an ICT Skills Monitoring Group with Member States

� To establish a working group, in collaboration with Member States, to monitor market
demand for ICT and e-business skills as well as the existing supply of such training and
provision of skilled workforce from the public and private sector;

In September 2001, the Enterprise Directorate General established an “ICT skills monitoring
group” with representatives of all Member States. The group is analysing and monitoring the
demand for ICT and e-business skills, using the results of the previous work carried out by
industry, as well as by other organisations. It is also analysing national policy initiatives, and
major industry-led initiatives on the issue of ICT and e-business skills. A mechanism for co-
operation with industry, academic, professional and educational organisations as well as with
other relevant stakeholders has been established to discuss the results of this work. OECD,
EUROSTAT and the relevant Commission services are also taking part in the discussion. The
ICT skills monitoring group has an important role to support and further develop the Action

                                                
15 Available from http://www.career-space.com.
16 Refer to http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/elearning/index.html.
17 Project ‘GENIUS’, reference UK005ELEARN011



18

Plan built on the conclusions of the Task Force on Skills and Mobility18 and promote their
take up in the policy initiatives of the Member States.

A synthesis report will be delivered in May 2002 analysing the current and expected evolution
of ICT skill requirements, the measures in place for increasing the availability of ICT skills,
as well as a first set of recommendations addressed to Member States. A workshop will be
organised on 30-31 May 2002 with the aim of bringing together relevant experts of public
authorities, industry, unions and associations. It will discuss and validate the preliminary
results and recommendations of the draft report, and further discuss best practice and
indicators for policy making. The final report will be delivered in September 2002.

It is then planned to organise in October 2002 a high level conference – the eSkills Summit –
in co-operation with industry aimed at disseminating the results of the work of the “ICT skills
monitoring group” and at promoting its recommendations to the Member States as well as
other important stakeholders. This would also contribute to increase the mobilisation of
industry and to foster public-private partnership.

Action 11: Launching a SMEs trainee programme

� To establish a trainee programme to help European students to develop entrepreneurship
through working with SMEs and helping them to set up and maintain their e-business
applications. Under this “Traineeships for SMEs” programme, suitable candidates will be
supported for a period of 5-6 months to assist SMEs on-site with the set up of e-business
applications and the use of ICT. The programme will thus facilitate a dynamic exchange of
knowledge between SMEs on the one hand and e-commerce assistants (e.g. students) on
the other. This action specifically targets students from technical schools and higher
education establishments, with special emphasis on e-business.

This measure is being prepared. A possible implementation scheme for the achievement of
these objectives was presented by the Information Society Directorate General and discussed
in a number of meetings during 2001 between the relevant Commission services and the
representatives of a variety of organisations active in the field of ICT Skills throughout
Europe.

The proposed implementation scheme, called "S2S: SMEs Students Exchange programme" -
in which it is envisaged that traineeships will be supported for a period of 3-9 months - was
further validated during a workshop held in Brussels on 6 September 2001.

As a result, the Information Society Directorate General has received a number of expressions
of interest in the "SME-Students Exchange Programme" scheme and a number of proposals
are expected to be submitted under the first call of the IST work programme 2002. The
scheme will be launched in 2002, provided that a pilot project from this call is qualified for
funding.

5. FOLLOW-UP TO THE GO DIGITAL INITIATIVE

As part of the eEurope 2002 Action Plan, the Go Digital initiative will expire by the end of
2002. However, there is broad consensus that further efforts need to be undertaken to promote
the take-up of ICT and e-business by SMEs. Despite significant progress since 2000, the EU

                                                
18 Conclusions of the Task Force on Skills and Mobility [COM(2002) 72].
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is still lagging behind the US in terms of ICT and Internet usage and the adoption of
e-business practices. This is confirmed by the eEurope Benchmarking Report, the
Competitiveness Report for 2001 and the Commission’s Communication on the impact of the
e-Economy on European enterprises.

Consequently, the European Council of Barcelona has identified “e-business” as a key
priority of the eEurope 2005 Action Plan. In this context, the Commission’s services will
explore the need for further actions in support of SMEs in this field and prepare for actions to
implement the agreed policy objectives in the most effective manner. In doing so, the
conclusions of the Industry Council, the Committee of Region and the Economic and Social
Committee will be fully taken into account.

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

ANNEXES

1. Council conclusions on “Entrepreneurship, ICT and e-business as factors for
competitiveness” [annex III of the minutes of the Energy/Industry Council of
14-15 May 2001]

2. Opinion of the Committee of the Regions on the Commission Communication -
Helping SMEs to “Go Digital” [CdR 198/2001 final]

3. Opinion of the Economic and Social Committee on the Commission Communication
- Helping SMEs to “Go Digital” [CES 36/2002]


