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Micro- and craft enterprises 
in the EU
Micro-enterprises – with fewer than ten employees – comprise over 90% of all 
enterprises, employ some 30% of the workforce in the non-fi nancial business economy 
and produce more than 20% of economic value added. Self-employment provides 
16% of total employment throughout the EU. Over the past years, micro-enterprises 
have created the highest number of new jobs in several sectors such as construction, 
transport and communications.

Craft professions – be it carpenter, butcher, baker, roofer, metal worker or information 
technician – are at the heart of Europe’s local communities. They produce mainly 
within their local base, ensure jobs and vocational training for young and old, and 
make an essential contribution to innovation in the European economy. The heads of 
such enterprises are fully involved in all steps of business and they remain in direct 
contact with customers.

Craft and small enterprises face particular problems due to their small size and limited 
resources. The globalisation of the economy and enlargements of the EU have also 
considerably changed the challenges that these enterprises face. Starting up a new 
business and getting the required capital is a challenge, as is fi nding the right kind of 
fi nance to expand an established business. Due to their limited resources they suff er 
more from red tape and administrative burdens than larger enterprises. They often 
struggle to keep on top of new developments in information and communications 
technologies, and encounter diffi  culties fi nding qualifi ed staff  as well as providing 
them with adequate training and education. Moreover, fi nding successors for retiring 
business owners can also be problematic.

What is the EU doing?
All EU measures to support SMEs are designed with craft and small enterprises in mind. 
They aim to help them benefi t from the business opportunities off ered by the Single 
Market. The EU recognises the challenges facing SMEs and helps them to overcome 
them by, for instance, employing fi nancial instruments, promoting labour mobility 
and providing innovation and business support to increase internationalization. The 
EU also promotes forums for co-operation, the transfer of business and access to 
standardization. Simplifi cation of start-up and administrative procedures benefi ts 
in particular craft and small enterprises. Furthermore, the Commission’s new proposal 
on reduced VAT rates for labour intensive services should in particular have positive 
eff ects on SMEs, since the sectors concerned, for example hairdressers, restaurants, 
small repair services etc., are mainly dominated by SMEs.

EU SME policy also addresses specifi c groups like women entrepreneurs, young 
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs with an ethnic minority background. A good 
example of this is the Commission’s support to women entrepreneurs. Since fewer 
women than men are self-employed, the Commission is encouraging female 
entrepreneurship, for instance by proposing a network of female entrepreneur 
ambassadors. The Commission has also set up a women’s entrepreneurship portal.

“Crafts are the largest enterprise in Europe. They decide whether a region fl ourishes or not. It 
is they, as enterprises for local and regional concerns, that often do much more than the law 
requires — and often without saying a word about it — because of their social responsibility 
for the public good and we have not by any means given them the thanks and recognition 
that their commitment actually deserves.”

Günter Verheugen

European Commission Vice-President, responsible for Enterprise and Industry
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A signifi cant proportion of Europe’s economy is not organised solely to make profi ts 
for investors. The so-called social economy, including co-operatives, mutual societies, 
non-profi t associations, foundations and social enterprises, provides a wide range of 
products and services across Europe, and generates millions of jobs. When policy-
makers work to improve the business environment in Europe, they need to ensure that 
their eff orts also take account of the specifi c characteristics of enterprises in the social 
economy.

Encouraging small businesses to invest in life long learning
Increased global competition, the transition to a knowledge-based society, and 
rapidly changing technology transform most aspects of the working life of a small 
fi rm. In the future, small enterprises will need people with diff erent occupational 
skills, with specifi c job profi les and with more medium- and high-level qualifi cations. 
More than ever, all Europeans need to continually update their skills and professional 
competences. This is why the Commission is preparing an exchange programme for 
apprentices to allow them to gain work experience in another European country.

Micro-enterprises in particular are aff ected by shortages of skilled labour, caused 
mainly by demographic developments, and need to overcome their diffi  culties in 
attracting the most skilled workers via a life long learning process within the company. 
It is essential for them to invest in e-skills, extend the recruitment processes to new 
groups of the population, develop workability concepts, and foster the mobility of 
their workforce. The Commission strongly supports initiatives to identify future skill 
needs and make education and training more available to employers and employees 
alike throughout their whole professional lifetime. 

Transfer of Business 
A common challenge for craft businesses is to fi nd successors for business owners who 
are retiring. Approximately one-third of European businesses will be aff ected by an 
ownership transfer in the next ten years. This means that an estimated 700 000 SMEs 
change hands each year. Many of these business transfers fail as the transfer process 
is not well managed. The Commission has started a pilot project to provide advice 
to new business owners who have recently taken over a business. This mentoring is 
provided by business associations and fi nanced from the EU budget.

Links:
European Commission web pages on crafts and small enterprises:
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/crafts.htm 
European Commission webpage on mobility schemes for small enterprises:
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/craft/craft-skills_training/skills_
training_main_en.htm
European Commission web pages on promoting women’s entrepreneurship:
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/entrepreneurship/women.htm
UEAPME – European Association of Craft, Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises:
http://www.ueapme.com/

The Austrian hairdressing salon ‘Elite’ has benefi ted from the EU’s Leonardo da Vinci 
exchange programme. Several of its staff  members have taken part in Leonardo exchanges 
and have returned to Austria with new ideas and skills from other European capitals. For 
example, fi ve Austrian hairdressers went to London to work for a local hairdresser and 
returned to Austria with new styling skills. Some of them have now had the chance to put 
their new skills to good use as they were selected as managers of new Elite salons - thus 
strengthening the Elite brand.  
http://ec.europa.eu/education/programmes/llp/structure/leonardo_en.html



Support for SMEs at 
regional level
The local business environment has an important eff ect on small businesses, wherever 
they are located and policies to support and reinforce economic competitiveness are 
increasingly decided and implemented at local and regional levels. The European has 
developed instruments to encourage regional development, to support initiatives 
by regional players, and to promote networking between diff erent EU regions. These 
instruments encourage entrepreneurship, support new enterprises, and make SMEs 
more competitive.

Investing to support local initiatives
Cohesion Policy is a central pillar of the EU’s overall strategy for competitiveness, 
growth and jobs. The Structural Funds 2007-13 provide more than €300 billion of 
funding for regional development. More than two-thirds of these funds have been 
earmarked for measures to promote business, jobs and growth. SMEs are at the core of 
the Cohesion Policy which aims at making regions and businesses more competitive. 
By 2013, Cohesion Policy is expected to have invested around €27 billion - the largest 
share of EU funding – in the area of entrepreneurship and business support services. 
Support to R&D, innovation and facilitating the access of SMEs to knowledge will 
benefi t from some €86 billion, while promoting the access of SMEs to information and 
communication technologies is expected to reach around €15 billion.

The European Social Fund for 2007-2013 recognises the particular role of SMEs in 
creating new jobs and focuses on giving direct assistance to companies, especially 
SMEs, to help them to adapt to changing market conditions. This includes assistance to 
people (e.g. training of employees and management staff ), structures and enterprises 
themselves, through the development of specifi c business-related services addressing 
the needs of SMEs or their long-term training strategies. It also provides aid to 
people who aim to become self-employed and can also promote entrepreneurship in 
education systems. All in all, these various types of support amount to more than € 16 
billion.

Spending focuses on measures to help SMEs develop, such as innovation, fi nancing 
and business support. All regions are now eligible for funding from the Structural 
Funds. In the less economically developed regions, SMEs can receive direct support, 
under certain conditions, whereas in the rest of the EU, support is mainly available to 
business associations, support agencies, local administrations and other intermediary 
structures. In all regions, the Structural Funds focus on measures such as the co-
fi nancing of business incubators, advisory, training and fi nancing schemes for SMEs, 
technology transfer, and SME clustering and networking.

Finally, nearly €80 billion more will be made available to increase the competitiveness 
of agriculture and encourage the economic diversifi cation of rural areas. Particular 
eff orts will also be made in favour of fi sheries and regions with specifi c characteristics, 
such as mountainous regions or the most remote regions of the Union.

The selection of projects for funding is always done at regional level. SMEs and other 
organisations interested in the Structural Funds should therefore contact their local 
authorities to fi nd out more.

Links:
The Structural Funds: 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/country/gateway/index_en.cfm 
Managing authorities at regional level: 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/atlas2007/fi che_index_en.htm 
Rural development policy: 
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/rurdev/index_en.htm



© European Communities, 2008 - Reproduction is authorised provided the source is acknowledged.

The JEREMIE initiative
JEREMIE (‘Joint European resources for micro to medium enterprises’) is an initiative 
of the European Investment Bank and the European Commission. It off ers regional 
authorities the chance to improve the fi nancing conditions of SMEs by investing 
part of their EU regional development money together with additional funding from 
fi nancial institutions. JEREMIE funds will be used for specifi c regional actions to boost 
the availability of fi nancial instruments such as venture capital, microcredit and loan 
guarantee schemes. For more information, see: 
http://www.eif.org/jeremie/ 
or contact your local authority that manages EU regional programmes: 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/atlas2007/fi che_index_en.htm.

The EU on your doorstep
Small businesses, especially in their early stages, often do not have the resources to 
monitor the many diff erent kinds of assistance EU programmes can provide. Nor are 
they always able to fully assess the innovative and market potential of their products 
or explore new business opportunities, particularly outside the areas they know well.

The Enterprise Europe Network bridges this gap. With more than 550 contact points 
and almost 4,000 experienced staff , the network is the largest in Europe providing 
high quality integrated services to SMEs: information on EU policies, programmes and 
legislation; business partner searches and cooperation databases; brokerage events for 
technology and knowledge transfer; promotion and information material; individual 
on site visits to companies to assess their needs; tools engaging SMEs in European 
policy making; assistance to enhance participation of SMEs in European research.

Following the “no-wrong-door” and proximity principles, SMEs throughout the EU will 
receive local assistance from any network partner, or will be signposted directly to the 
most appropriate service provider. 

Link:
http://www.enterprise-europe-network.ec.europa.eu/index_en.htm

‘SMEs get a feel for the bigger picture’

With fi nancial support from the Structural Funds, the Kempen Chamber of Commerce in 
Belgium launched a project to get local SMEs working together to start exporting some of 
their products. After an awareness campaign in the local media, a number of SMEs were 
then off ered a package of individual counselling, consultancy and advice. A customised 
export plan was drafted, market research was conducted, and export fairs were targeted 
collectively. Membership of the scheme rose from 125 companies to 393 over the fi rst three 
years. Most were small fi rms employing fewer than 50 people. See also:  
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/projects/stories/search.cfm?LAN=EN&pay=ALL&region=
ALL&the=6

European Enterprise Awards - ‘Recognising excellence in regional 
entrepreneurship promotion’

The aim of the European Enterprise Awards is to recognise and reward outstanding initiatives 
by regional bodies which have contributed in an eff ective and innovative manner to the 
promotion of SMEs.
More than 320 regional and local authorities took part in this competition in 2007, and 48 
nominees were designated at national level. The Bilbao municipal authority Lan Ekintza won the 
Jury’s Grand Prize for its original approach to urban regeneration: buying property in derelict 
parts of town, refurbishing it into business premises by employing unemployed residents, and 
then auctioning the premises to viable new businesses. 
At the award ceremony, in December 2007 in Porto, four other initiatives were rewarded 
in special categories for Enterprise Support, Red Tape Reduction, Investment in People, 
Responsible Entrepreneurship and the Entrepreneurial Trailblazer.  
http://www.european-enterprise-awards.org/
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