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Boosting the competitiveness of SMEs through
the Structural and Investment Funds
SMEs play an important role in the EU economy as they account for 99% of all businesses and provide
about two thirds of employment. In the 2014-2020 period, funding from the European Structural and
Investment Funds focuses on 11 thematic objectives, with one of them dedicated to strengthening
the competitiveness of SMEs.

SMEs in the EU economy
According to the Annual Report on European SMEs 2014/2015, SMEs account for about 99% of all businesses,
67% of total employment in the non-financial business sector (almost 90 million people) and 58% of the
sector’s value added. Over 22 million SMEs are active in the EU, most of which (93%) are microenterprises
with fewer than 10 employees. SMEs fall into various categories depending on their size, stage of development
and type of activity, with three quarters active in five key sectors: wholesale and retail trade; manufacturing;
construction; business services; and accommodation and food services. Their main challenges, as identified in
the 2015 Survey on the Access to Finance of Enterprises, are finding customers, availability of skilled labour,
regulation, competition, cost of production and access to finance.

Support for SMEs under European Structural and Investment Funds 2014-2020
Thematic objectives
Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013, establishing the common provisions for European Structural and Investment
Funds (ESIF), lists 11 thematic objectives guiding the funding (Article 9). Thematic objective 3 (TO3) on
enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs has one of the highest funding allocations (13.9% of overall funding)
set by the Member States in their Partnership Agreements. It is important to note that support to SMEs can
also come from other thematic objectives, for instance TO1 on research and innovation; TO2 on ICT; TO4 on
low-carbon economy, TO6 on environment protection and resource efficiency; and TO8 on employment.
Implementation
In the 2014-2020 period, almost €64 billion has been allocated to SME support. The additional use of financial
instruments to stimulate bank lending aims to double this amount. The expected results include 354 336 new
jobs created and 801 491 SMEs supported. Specific measures include support for entrepreneurship and
business creation, investments in research and innovation, development of new business models, products
and services, knowledge transfer and business cooperation, enhancing workers' skills, promoting self-
employment, setting up social enterprises, improving access to finance and access to markets. The
implementation of SME support has significant potential for success as authorities have an effective
management capacity in this area. However, it also encounters challenges related to the simplification of rules,
better involvement of partners at the delivery stage and synergy with other policy instruments.

The own-initiative report adopted in April 2016 by the Committee on Regional Development (rapporteur: Rosa
D’Amato, EFDD, Italy) on the implementation of the thematic objective 'enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs' is
scheduled for plenary debate in September. It calls for increased involvement of local and regional authorities along
with other stakeholders, in line with the principle of partnership. It highlights the importance of increasing
absorption of ESIF among SMEs, reducing administrative burdens and easing access to finance. It encourages
focusing on projects with 'sustainable growth and quality job creation potential', including in the area of resource
efficiency and internationalisation. It also encourages synergy of ESIF with other funding sources, such as financial
instruments, which are to be used with transparency.
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