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UEAPME is the employers’ organisation of crafts, trades and Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) in Europe, representing 10 million enterprises with 50 million employees. Its 70 member organisations are spread throughout the EU and accession countries.

UEAPME welcomes Communication COM(2001)094 of 21 February 2001 from the European Commission: proposal for the “Multiannual Framework Programme for Research, Technological Development  and demonstration activities contributing to the European Research Area” (as a follow-up to the 5th Framework Programme).

In spirit with our positive dialogue with Commissioner Busquin, during the SME Technology Days in Oporto in June 2000 and inside the High-level Advisory Body on Science and Technology, we are pleased that in the proposal some of our proposed SME-related issues and activities are included. 

Although fundamental and “high-tech” research is important, we stress that innovation research, especially within SMEs, is absolutely necessary for Europe to compete with the USA and Japan and to create, and safeguard, employment and economic growth.

We have some issues which we draw to the attention of the Parliament, the Economic and Social Committee and the Council.

UEAPME considers the European Small Business Charter, as adopted by the European Council, a fundamental recognition for the vital role of SMEs and their specific challenges. European Heads of State and Governments concluded: “We will strengthen existing programmes aimed at promoting technology dissemination towards small enterprises as well as the capacity of small business to identify, select and adapt technologies”.

We therefore proposed that the Stockholm Summit in March should take into consideration this important Charter and our issues mentioned below, when discussing the new Framework Programme.

The proposed new Framework Programme budget (page 38 and 39):

1. Integrating research (proposed min. 15 % allocated to SMEs)
1.1
Genomics and biotechnology for health


2.000 million euro

1.2
Information society technologies



3.600

1.3
Nanotechnologies, intelligent materials, production processes
1.300

1.4
Aeronautics and space




1.000

1.5
Food safety and health risks




   600

1.6
Sustainable development and global change


1.700

1.7
Citizens and governance in a knowledge-based society

   225

1.8
Anticipating scientific and technological needs (incl. JCR)

2.345








              12.770

2. Structuring the European Research Area

2.1
Research and innovation




   300

2.2
Human resources





1.800

2.3
Research infrastructures




   900

2.4
Science / society





     50









3.050

3. Strengthening the foundations of the European Research Area

   450
Total budget





              16.270 million euro

At least 15% of the overall budget assigned to SMEs

One of the objectives is to develop the knowledge-based economy by strengthening human resources in science, technology and innovation. UEAPME supports this objective, especially as Europe lags behind, by at least 60%, compared to the USA and Japan regarding the number of researchers in enterprises (EU: 2.5 per 1000 employees as opposed to more than 6 per 1000 in the USA and Japan). As 99.8 % of all enterprises are SMEs, the position of Europe cannot be structurally improved without more researchers and innovators within SMEs, or working for SMEs.  

In the budget of the 5th Framework Programme at least 10 % of the budget is assigned for SMEs. This proved to be very stimulating for the Commission to develop and promote possibilities for SMEs. They even participated on a higher level than the foreseen minimum of 10%. 

The Commission now proposes to allocate a minimum of 15% of the “Integrating research” activities under budget strand 1 (with a total of 12.8 billion euro). 

UEAPME supports the Commission to include a minimum of the allocated budget to SMEs, as it proves to be very successful under the 5th Framework Programme. 

However, we are of the opinion that an adequate participation of SMEs in the two other activity strands (research and innovation, human resources, research infrastructure, etc.) is also of vital importance. We therefore propose that a minimum of 15% of the overall budget (16.3 billion euro) is allocated to SMEs.

UEAPME proposes that this minimum 15% budget allocation is not 15% per individual activity strand (1, 2 and 3) or sub-strand (1.1, 1.2, etc.), but is only reflecting the overall budget. Depending on the need of SMEs and the budget efficiency per individual strand or sub-strand a higher or lower percentage could be defined on a yearly basis, under the condition that the total budget allocation is at least 15%. This would give the Commission the possibility to maximise the output and efficiency of the programme.

Priority areas: mentioning SMEs activities in a more transparent and clear way

As 99.8 % of European enterprises are SMEs who employ two-thirds of the workforce, the general opinion is that Europe’s employment growth and innovation obstacles are mainly within the SMEs. Therefore, we proposed in November 2000 (Guidelines-document) that SME research and development is added as a priority area. This is also a logical consequence of the recommendation of the assessment of the EU’s RTD policies by the Independent Expert Panel: “maintaining the emphasis of the Union’s research activities on objectives that are economically and socially relevant”. 

This would also be in line with the European Small Business Charter, as adopted by the European Council in Lisbon: “We will strengthen existing programmes aimed at promoting technology dissemination towards small enterprises as well as the capacity of small business to identify, select and adapt technologies”.

UEAPME is therefore pleased that the specific research activities for SMEs (collective and co-operative research)  are mentioned under the eighth priority activity strand (“anticipating scientific and technological needs”, see under 1.8 of the budget mentioned on page 1 of this paper).

However, we would propose to make this activity strand more transparent and clear by including in its title a reference to the SME activities (for example “Anticipating scientific, technological and SME needs”).

Structuring and streamlining of procedures

We support the Commission’s objective in general to simplify and streamline the administrative procedures. The Commission proposes that certain specific research activities for SMEs will be entrusted to external organisations operating under the Commission’s responsibility (page 9). In itself, this externalisation is not an objective, but a means, which would not lead automatically to simplifying the administrative process. 

UEAPME proposes therefore a continuing effort of the Commission in this field, either within the Commission itself or in future external agencies.

Structuring and longer-term schemes must not lead to “closed shops” for SMEs

Nevertheless, bigger and longer-term projects should not become “closed shops” for SMEs. 

To prevent these “closed shops”, and to stimulate SME participation, UEAPME supports the specific activities for SMEs proposed by the Commission:

· Collective research;

· Co-operative research activities;

· Economic and technological intelligence.

Collective research: positive new approach 

We are positive about “collective research” activities in the form of support for the research carried out by both European and national research centres for the benefit of European associations or groups of national associations. UEAPME, its member organisations and the Avignon Academy (European “think-tank” for SMEs) are prepared to support the Commission to achieve this objective.

This innovating idea in the new Framework Programme (page 30) could be a very good initiative, which could be used by European and national trade associations and employers’ organisations to develop projects towards SMEs. Their infrastructure, communication channels and knowledge/experience concerning SME issues could be used as one of the methods to bridge the gap between the EU and the individual SME.

As projects of these associations in this field are in general of a longer duration, with strategic effects in future (not immediately) and are indirect targeted to individual SMEs, we completely agree with the Commission that such projects should be 100% financially supported by the Commission.

Co-operative research: continuation of CRAFT and differentiation of subvention

CRAFT projects have been highly appreciated and successful in stimulating co-operation of individual SMEs in Europe. We strongly support the Commission to continue under the new Framework Programme (page 30) with projects similar to those under the present Craft-programme, as this accessible programme is an addition and alternative to longer-term and bigger projects.

However, we have two recommendations to improve co-operative research:

· European and national trade associations and employers’ organisations should be able to participate or co-ordinate Craft-like projects, to involve a large target group of SMEs who will never participate on their own. These associations have the network and experience to be very good intermediaries and facilitators.

· To raise the maximum support from the EU from the present 50% to a maximum of 75%. In general, the smaller the enterprise, the more financially difficult it is for them to participate in RTD programmes (even though it is for them even more important to innovate). Raising the maximum support would help these companies and also participants from candidate member states. This 75% is also allowed under WTO agreements.

Economic and technological intelligence activities: technical intermediary advisers

We support the Commission to continue these activities under the new Framework Programme (page 32). These projects, which analyse and disseminate technological developments and markets are of great use for SMEs. As under the present 5th Framework Programme, they should be supported up to 100%.

To even improve the dissemination we propose to include projects dealing with technical intermediaries (advisers who are based at trade or employers’ associations), because in such a way their infrastructure and experience could be used optimally.

Next stages: constructive dialogue with the EU Institutions

We would be very pleased to continue the constructive dialogue with Commissioner Busquin and the European Parliament, the Economic and Social Committee and the Council to discuss the above-mentioned fundamental issues, and some more detailed issues. 

Brussels, May 2001

For questions and suggestions: schroder@mkb.nl or tel. + 32  2  230.72.90
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