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Climate changes, lack of energy supplies and sustainable development 
are key challenges for SMEs, which have to adopt more sustainable 
production and business models. In the environmental field, the SMEs are 
particularly vulnerable to the current trend of rising prices for energy 
and raw materials, to forecast climate changes and they need to increase 
their efficiency and capacity to adapt to these challenges, in order to turn 
them into opportunities. Therefore the main objectives pursued by the 
European Commission regards the increasing of compliance with 
environmental legislation by SMEs; the eco-efficiency (energy, resources) 
of SMEs by using proper environmental management system; the cost-
effectiveness of environmental policy; the eco-innovation of SMEs and 
their competitiveness. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) bring a main 

contribution for the most part of European economy, representing 99% of 
all enterprises and 57% of economic value added. Taken into consideration 
such a large percentage of economic activities, it is obvious that SMEs have 
a significant impact on the environment, too. The problem is not so much 
related to the individual firms, but the combined effect of their activities is 
considerable. Therefore, it is important that the efforts to address 
environmental problems should include the SMEs. 

There are clear signals that wide industrial sectors are moving 
towards cleaner production processes, in order to respond, amongst other 
things, to climate change imperatives and should be ensured that the SMEs 
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are not left behind in this regard. SMEs face different and sometimes greater 
challenges than larger companies, and have to deal with specific problems 
when tackling environmental impacts and complying with environmental 
legislation. 

 
SMES ASSESSMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY 

 
There are many SMEs across Europe that are unaware of the impact 

their operations have on the environment, or the legislation that applies to 
them. Accordingly, most of them have not introduced any practical 
measures to reduce their environmental impacts, and only 6% have an 
Environmental Management System (EMS) in place (EU, 2007).  

Sometimes SMEs are part of the supply chain of larger companies. 
In these cases, the responsibility of the latter in helping SMEs to comply 
with environmental legislation is crucial. 

Evidence shows that even though environmental management 
systems and tools may be rarer among SMEs than among larger firms 
(partly due to costs of external verification) when they are introduced, there 
is typically a significant difference. Thus, only 29% of SMEs have 
introduced any measures for saving energy or raw materials, compared with 
46% of large enterprises. Also, only 4% of EU SMEs have a comprehensive 
energy efficiency system in place compared with 19% for large enterprises 
(SBA, 2008).  

In general, the main barriers facing SMEs as regards compliance 
with environmental legislation and making environmental improvements are 
the followings: 

- lack of the financial resources and limited human 
resources/expertise to use for environmental or legal issues. The SMEs tend 
to have less access to capital than larger ones, investments in eco-
technology making less economic sense or being beyond their reach; 

- SMEs are often below the threshold for many of the EU’s 
environmental schemes and legislation, such as the emissions trading 
scheme, the main EU action on climate change, or the Integrated Pollution 
Prevention and Control Directive (IPPC) controlling industrial pollution; 

- lack of awareness and knowledge of environmental problems, 
impacts and risks; 
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- lack of awareness of potential benefits of environmental 
management and lifecycle thinking; 

- insufficient access and local availability of adequate environmental 
information, tools and training; 

- relatively short-term planning at company level; 
- environmental behavior is usually governed by regulation or public 

pressure; 
- limited market incentives/recognition for environmentally friendly 

behavior. 
Improved environmental behavior by companies is usually driven by 

the need to meet regulations and enforcement of the rules by authorities. 
However, actions such as inspections are insufficient to ensure compliance 
and rarely produce more permanent change in behavior among SMEs.  

These factors mean that SMEs may be missing out on the significant 
benefits that greening their operations can bring. Thus, considering the 
recent policy developments in the field of environmental and energy 
policies, SMEs can miss the chance to reap the economic benefits of the 
opportunities presented by better environmental management (e.g. energy 
and resource efficiency or improved process and product management) and 
eco-innovation. 

Also, if SMEs are unaware of the environmental impacts of their 
own activities and of the environmental legislation that applies to them, 
their activities could present an important threat to the environment and risk 
undermining Community environmental protection measures. Besides, the 
environmental impacts of SMEs – associated with a low awareness and low 
legal compliance – could have the effect of increasing health and safety 
risks to workers (exposure to chemicals, air pollution, etc.). 

 
MEASURES TOWARDS A BETTER ENVIRONMENT 

POLICY FOR EU SMES 
 
The legislation can help SMEs meet their obligations more easily, by 

making requirements clearer and using simpler ways to achieve the same 
environmental objectives.  

There are a number of areas of EU environmental legislation of 
relevance to SMEs: 
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- Air quality, emissions trading and noise. EU rules set limits on the 
emissions of certain pollutants, such as sulphur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen 
oxide (NOx), volatile organic compounds (VOC), ammonia (NH3) and lead. 
These can be translated into national rules that put obligations on those 
businesses which emit these substances. Also, maximum noise levels are 
established for equipment used outdoors in construction and other 
industries. 

- Chemicals. The EU’s Regulation on the Registration, Evaluation, 
Authorization and Restriction of Chemicals (REACH) puts an obligation on 
all companies that produce or use chemicals to ensure they are safe. 

 - Environmental management. Firms can introduce better 
environmental management through several initiatives, such as the Eco-
Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS), Life Cycle Assessment and 
Corporate Social Responsibility. 

- Greener products. Several Union policies aim to encourage greener 
products. Green Public Procurement (GPP) means public authorities can set 
environmental criteria when buying products or services. The EU Eco-label 
makes it easy for consumers to identify environmentally friendly products. 
Integrated Product Policy (IPP) looks at all the environmental impacts 
resulting from each phase of a product’s life cycle. For electrical and 
electronic devices, the Energy Using Products (EuP) Directive sets rules on 
eco-design, while the Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment (WEEE) 
and Restriction of Hazardous Substances (RoHS) Directives cover the 
materials that can be used in electrical and electronic equipment and how 
they are treated once they become waste. The End of Life Vehicles (ELV) 
Directive does the same for scrap road vehicles. 

- Waste. Businesses must ensure that the waste they produce is 
treated in an efficient, safe and environmentally friendly way and pay for 
the costs of treatment. Specific legislation covers packaging, vehicles, 
batteries, oils, electrical equipment, food waste, hazardous waste and 
shipments of waste. 

- Water. EU legislation aims to minimize pollution and improve the 
quality of Europe’s drinking water, rivers, lakes and seas. Directives control 
emissions from specific industrial and agricultural sectors, urban waste 
water and dangerous substances. 

- Soil. Several individual pieces of legislation cover discharges into 
soil. They include rules on the biodegradability of detergents, persistent 
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organic pollutants, nitrates and mercury. Specific sectors whose activities 
impact soil are also covered by legislation, such as waste landfill, extractive 
industries and agriculture.  

The European Commission understands the pressures faced by 
SMEs and therefore it has established the Environmental Compliance 
Assistance Programme (ECAP) in October 2007. 

The Environmental Compliance Assistance Programme provides a 
framework to help small and medium-sized companies implement European 
environmental legislation and minimize the environmental impacts of their 
activities through the following actions: 

a) Better regulation in the design and implementation of policies to 
minimize the administrative burden of compliance on SMEs; 

b) Developing more accessible tailor-made environmental 
management schemes to integrate environmental concerns into SMEs’ core 
business activities in a coherent and cost-effective way; 

c) Focused financial assistance to promote and support initiatives by 
public authorities or business support networks aiming at sustainable 
production in SMEs; 

d) Building local environmental expertise for SMEs to overcome the 
lack of know-how at company level; 

e) Improved communication and targeted information. The ECAP 
website is already on-line and a series of further information tools are 
planned. 

Environmental management has become a core business issue for 
many organizations. Minimizing the amount of waste that is produced, 
reducing energy consumption and making more efficient use of resources 
can all lead to financial cost savings, in addition to helping to protect and 
enhance the environment. 

The Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) is a voluntary 
initiative designed to improve companies’ environmental performance. Its 
aim is to recognize and reward those organizations that go beyond minimum 
legal compliance and continuously improve their environmental 
performance. In addition, it is a requirement of the scheme that participating 
organizations regularly produce a public environmental statement that 
reports on their environmental performance.  
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In July 2008, the European Commission proposed to revise EMAS 
to increase the participation of companies and reduce the administrative 
burdens and costs, particularly for SMEs.  

Beside EMAS, several other EMS (Environmental Management 
System) have been developed in recent years to respond to sector-specific 
characteristics and the level of complexity of the business, or to focus on 
single environmental aspects. These initiatives offer a useful variety of 
environmental management schemes for SMEs to implement on a voluntary 
basis. Public authorities’ acceptance of a certified EMS as a reliable 
alternative to checks or inspections will reduce administrative burdens and 
certainly encourage SMEs to introduce an EMS. Because of its strict 
requirements and transparency, EMAS provides real guarantees to public 
authorities.  
 Also, in 2008, the European Commission elaborated the “Small 
Business Act” (SBA) for Europe for further strengthen SMEs’ sustainable 
growth and competitiveness. A set of 10 principles was settled to guide the 
conception and implementation of policies both at EU and Member State 
level. One of these principles enables SMEs to turn environmental 
challenges into opportunities. Therefore, they should provide more 
information, expertise and financial incentives for full exploitation of the 
opportunities for new “green” markets and increased energy efficiency, 
partly through the implementation of environmental management systems in 
SMEs. 

In order to translate this principle into practice the Commission: 
− will facilitate SMEs’ access to the Eco-Audit and Management 

Scheme (EMAS) through lighter environmental procedures, reduced fees, 
and the option of cluster registration; 

− will finance a network of environment and energy efficiency 
experts in the Enterprise Europe Network providing advice on eco-efficient 
operations, markets potential and funding opportunities for more efficient 
operations in particular for SMEs; 

− is developing new forms of support for innovative start-ups and 
SMEs in the field of eco-innovation, with a view to facilitating market 
access, technology transfer, use of standards and access to finance, in line 
with existing State Aid provisions 
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The Member States are invited to provide incentives for eco-efficient 
businesses and products (e.g. tax incentive schemes and prioritizing 
subsidies for funding sustainable business) in line with the Community 
Guidelines on State Aid for Environmental Protection and make use of the 
simplified approach to environmental aid for SMEs. Also, the member 
states should use the €2.5 billion allocated through Cohesion Policy 
programmes for the support of eco-friendly products and processes in 
SMEs. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
Related to the environment field, SMEs are particularly vulnerable 

to the current trend of rising prices for energy and raw materials, and to 
forecast climate changes. Therefore, the small and medium enterprises need 
to increase their efficiency and their capacity to adapt to these challenges, in 
order to turn them into opportunities. Better environmental management can 
cut costs, for instance, by improving energy and resource efficiency. It can 
also make conditions healthier and safer for workers by reducing exposure 
to chemicals or air pollution. On the other side, the demand for 
environmentally friendly products and services opens the way for new 
business opportunities.  

The role of the European Commission, in line with its modern SME 
policy, is to help SMEs in order to adopt sustainable production and 
business models. Ensuring that the objectives of Community environmental 
legislation are not undermined by low levels of compliance is an important 
part of this process. The main objectives pursued by the European 
Commission are the followings: 

- increase compliance with environmental legislation by SMEs 
thereby: reducing the environmental impacts, improve the environmental 
performance of SMEs, ensuring an harmonized implementation of 
environmental legislation and a level playing field for SMEs in the Internal 
Market. 

- increase the eco-efficiency (energy, resources) of SMEs by using 
proper environmental management systems and other tools; 

- increase the cost-effectiveness of environmental policy, reducing 
administrative costs for SMEs and thus freeing resources to increase 
compliance; 
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            - increase the eco-innovation of SMEs and their competitiveness. 
But these objectives are built on successful national or regional 

experiences and the European Commission has to facilitate and support the 
development of compliance assistance initiative throughout the European 
Union. Therefore, the success of European SME policy depends 
predominantly on actions in the Member States, since they retain the main 
competence for enterprise policy and environment policy at company level. 
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