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“The Voice of SMEs in Europe
”

Debate on industrial policy is good, change in policy making approach is better

There is no doubt that if the European Union wants to achieve the Lisbon targets and overcome its development deficits in relation to the US industry, a new and different industrial policy has to be adopted.  Indeed, the general principles of the current EU industrial policy date back to the Communication 'Industrial Policy in an open and competitive environment: guidelines for a community approach' of October 1990. Since then the challenges and problems facing Europe’s industry have changed dramatically. In the 1990’s, the industrial policy priorities focused on overcoming inadequacies due to state owned industry, national flags ships and establishing a level playing field between all member states. Today’s priorities for industrial policy have to be aimed at a different target. It has to help setting up a competitive Europe in the sense of the ability to create welfare based on high and economic, social and environmental standards. In that perspective the Commission’s communication and initiative to launch a fundamental debate on industrial policy with the different stakeholders at European level can only be welcomed. Even more so in view of the upcoming enlargement of the EU.

The Commission’s new comprehensive and encompassing vision on industrial policy is a first step towards a policy that will foster competitiveness and growth in the EU. For the first time the Commission acknowledges that all policy areas have to contribute to and become an instrument for industrial policy. The commission recognises that only strong economy can deliver the resources for high social and environmental standards. 
Despite these progress much has yet to be done in order to have a productive Industrial policy. First and foremost, the European industrial regulatory authorities have to approach industrial policy quite differently. Over the past years, there has been wide acknowledgement of the important role SMEs play in the European industry. Yet, despite the rhetorical recognition of SMEs importance, industrial policy is still dominated by big industry interests. Fact is that the vast majority of regulations in the industrial area are mainly focused on big industries even though SMEs constitute the overwhelming majority of enterprises. This implies that regulations are made for 0.2% of companies and exceptions are in some cases foreseen for 99.8% of them, but only after hard fought battles. This trend has to be reverted. In view of this the Commission has to consider SMEs in a different way than it does now namely, solely as subcontractors and members of clusters around big industries. 

Secondly, inefficient over regulation in social and environmental area have to be tackled.  Achieving the Lisbon targets implies having regulations in the environmental and social area that improve our life quality standards but that are not detrimental to economic and industrial development. Until now, the business sector has had to carry all the burdens when it came down to improvements in other policy areas such as, environment, consumer protection and social affairs. 

Thirdly, there is a need for better strategic orientation of industrial development and for increased support for industrial activities. Indeed, over the past years, there have been very few examples of active support by European governments (Gallileo & Airbus).  

As the Lisbon targets deadline approach inexorably, it is time for European decision-makers to take the right decisions in industrial policy, so as to allow the European Union to fulfil its growth potential.  
�  UEAPME (Union Européenne de l’Artisanat et des Petites et Moyennes Entreprises / European Association of Craft, Small & Medium-sized Enterprises) is the European Social partner representing craft, trades and SMEs in Europe (EU and countries applying for accession to the EU).  It represents, through 72 national and European sectoral federations, over 10 million small enterprises, which employ over 50 million people.





