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Definitions of SMEs in the EU

• Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are defined in the EU 
Recommendation 2003/361. The main factors determining whether an 
enterprise is an SME are:

• Staff headcount; and 

• either turnover or balance sheet total

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32003H0361&locale=en


• SMEs are regarded as the backbone of the EU economy. 
Approximately 20,8 million SMEs registered in the EU represent 
99,8% of all enterprises and produce more than 50% of the 
European GDP. 

• SMEs create significantly more employment than larger companies, 
train more people, and provide economic stability even during an 
economic crisis. SMEs are therefore also essential for a sustainable 
economy.



• The SME’s share of public contracts is often deemed insufficient. Currently, SMEs win 
45% of the aggregate contract value above EU thresholds directly, as joint bidders or as 
subcontractors. Considering the overall weight of SMEs in the general economy however, 
their share of public procurement should be 70%. 

• When it comes to procurement below EU thresholds, SMEs perform according to their 
economic weight.

• Easy access to public procurement markets can help SMEs in unlocking their potential 
for job creation, growth and innovation, while having a positive impact on the economy. 

• Moreover, the strong involvement of SMEs in public procurement allows contracting 
authorities to considerably broaden their potential supplier base and to thereby secure 
higher competition.



SMEs and public procurement in the EU - policy 
objectives

• When the new EU public procurement legislative package was introduced in 2014, the 
promotion of SMEs was highlighted as one of the five main points of the public procurement 
reform. The importance of SMEs is underlined in the Public Sector Directive 2014/24EU: 

“Given the potential of SMEs for job creation, growth and innovation it is 
important to encourage their participation in public procurement, both 
through appropriate provisions in this Directive as well as through initiatives 
at the national level. The new provisions provided for in this Directive should 
contribute towards an improvement of the level of success, by which is 
understood the share of SMEs in the total value of contracts awarded. It is 
not appropriate to impose obligatory shares of success, however, the national 
initiatives to enhance SME participation should be closely monitored given its 
importance.”



“SME-friendly” measures in public procurement



Rules on selection criteria to promote SMEs

• Contracting authorities may impose three kinds of selection criteria as requirements for the participation of 
economic operators [Article 58 of Directive 2014/24/EU]: 

• (a) suitability to pursue the professional activity;

• (b) economic and financial standing; and

• (c) technical and professional ability. 

• Overly demanding selection criteria often preclude SMEs form bidding for public contracts. The setting of 
proportionate selection criteria is therefore of core importance for SMEs’ participation. 

• Directive 2014/24/EU explicitly confirms that selection criteria and the related evidence must be limited to 
those that are appropriate to ensure that a tenderer has the legal, financial, professional, and technical 
capacities and abilities to perform the contract. Furthermore, any such requirements must be related and
proportionate to the subject matter of the contract [Article 58(1)]. 



• SMEs usually do not have the financial or technical capacities required to perform large and complex contracts as 
individual tenderers. 

• Directive 2014/24/EU provides two options for assisting SMEs in responding to high financial and technical 
requirements.

• Grouping: Tenderers can group together in order to participate in tender procedures [Article 19(2)]. 
Contracting authorities may not require groups to have a specific legal form in order to participate. A 
specific legal form may be required, however, once they have been awarded the contract. The grouping 
option enables SMEs to tender jointly for large and complex contracts, the execution of which 
surpasses their individual capacities. 

• Reliance on capacities of other entities: Tenderers can rely on the capacities of other entities in order 
to meet the selection criteria [Article 63]. A group of tenderers may also rely on the capacities of the 
group members. It is sufficient that the ability requirements are satisfied by the group as a whole 
rather than by each individual member. This option fosters the participation of SMEs in tender 
processes. If a tenderer wishes to rely on the capacities of other entities, it must prove that it will have 
the necessary resources, for example by furnishing a written commitment to that effect.



• In the past, smaller bidders were often excluded from procurement procedures because the contracting 
authorities set high turnover requirements. This was the case even for of low value contracts.

• Under the new EU public procurement rules, the required annual turnover should normally not be higher 
than twice the contract value. 

• Article 58(3) Directive 2014/24/EU: 

• ‘Selection criteria: The minimum yearly turnover that economic operators are required to 
have shall not exceed two times the estimated contract value, except in duly justified cases 
such as relating to the special risks attached to the nature of theworks, services or supplies …’

• As contracting authorities are required to allow all tenderers with adequate financial standing to bid for the 
contract, this measure will help SMEs participate in public procurement procedures.



Functional and performance requirements

• SMEs have a great potential for innovation. Thus by formulating technical specifications 
in a way that reflects the diversity of solutions available on the market, the potential for 
SME participation should increase.

• Directive 2014/24/EU stipulates that technical specifications are to be formulated in 
terms of performance or functional requirements, or by reference to standards and 
technical specifications, or by a combination of the two [Article 42].

• Performance-based or functional specifications describe a desired level or target to be 
achieved, but without prescribing the way in which that level/target is to be reached. 
Instead of describing the required input or detailed characteristics of the deliverables, 
the requirement is described in terms of outputs. 

• Performance-based or functional specifications encourage SME participation, by 
allowing them to draw on their expertise and to innovate. 



Awarding contracts in lots

• Large contracts can often be divided into smaller parts (‘lots’), which allows for the 
participation of SMEs. 

• The decision to divide contracts into lots is not an easy one. Savings derived from 
economies of scale may lead to a decision to use a single contract. On the other hand, 
the diversity resulting from multiple lots can strengthen competition, increase 
efficiency and promote the participation of SMEs.

• Division into lots can be carried out on a quantitative basis, making the size of an 
individual contract correspond better to the capacity of SMEs. 

• The contract can also be divided on a qualitative basis, with the scope of individual lots 
adapted to reflect the specialised sectors of SMEs. 



6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document
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• Economic operators, especially SMEs, find that a major obstacle to their participation in public 

procurement is the administrative burden resulting from the need to produce a considerable 

number of supporting documents related to exclusion and selection criteria. 

• A reduction of the documentary evidence required is therefore one of the key measures that 

promotes SMEs’ participation.

• Directive 2014/24/EU [Article 59] has introduced the European Single Procurement Document 

(ESPD). 

• The actual ESPD form was  published as a Commission  Regulation 2016/7 in January 2016.  

The European Single Procurement 

Document

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:JOL_2016_003_R_0004
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• The ESPD is a self-declaration form replacing the various different forms 
used in the past for proving that a bidder fulfils the exclusion and selection 
criteria.

• ESPD is available in all EU languages and used as a preliminary evidence of 
fulfilment of the conditions required in public procurement procedures 
across the EU. 

• Full evidence will have to be provided by the tender winners unless:

• The contracting authority has the possibility of obtaining the supporting 
documentation directly by accessing a national database in any MS that is available 
free of charge; or

• the contracting authority already possesses the supporting documentation.

• The ESPD brings significant simplification of access to cross-border tendering 
opportunities and facilitates the wider access of the SMEs to public 
procurement.

• As of October 2018 the ESPD shall be provided exclusively in electronic form 
(e-ESPD)

What is the ESPD?
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6. Administrative burdens: The European Single Procurement Document



ESPD: How it works (1)
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Source: European Commission

6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document



ESPD: How it works (2)
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Source: European Commission

6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document



ESPD: How it works (3)
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Source: European Commission

6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document



How to use the e-ESPD
There are five possible ways to use the e-ESPD:

1.ESPD service provided free of charge by the European Commission to contracting authorities 
and economic operators (until April 2019).

2.ESPD services in EU countries.

3.ESPD data model, which enables integration of the e-ESPD service into national e-
procurement solutions/pre-qualification services, by defining the computable structure of the e-
ESPD.

4.Open source version of the first option (e-ESPD service), which allows ESPD service providers to 
reuse the code for their own ESPD service. This version is compatible with the ESPD data model 
and some elements can be adjusted to take into account national needs.

5.Virtual Company Dossier (VCD): A database to store company data, which allows contracting 
authorities to handle the e-ESPDs (like the first option) and the tenderers to benefit from an 
automated filling-in of the e-ESPD.

18

6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document

https://ec.europa.eu/tools/espd
https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/29522
https://github.com/ESPD/ESPD-EDM
http://joinup.ec.europa.eu/asset/espd/home
http://www.esens.eu/content/e-sens-sample-software-implementation-european-single-procurement-document-available


The Commission’s e-ESPD service 
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. 

• The EC on-line e-ESPD service enables:

• The contracting authority to fill in and reuse an ESPD template for determining the exclusion grounds and 

the selection criteria; 

• The tenderer to fill in, reuse, download and print the ESPD for a given procedure and to sent it to the contracting 

authority together with the rest of its tender documents. If the procedure is carried out electronically, the 

completed e-ESPD can be exported, stored and submitted electronically.

• In the future, it will also be possible: 

• For the tenderer to see directly in the e-ESPD which evidence it can use to demonstrate fulfilment of a 

specific criterion, without checking the correspondent evidence in e-Certis; 

• For the contracting authority to upload all received e-ESPDs in order to generate an overview of the 

submitted self-declarations in one table. 

• The use of the e-ESPD service, in particular once it has reached its full potential through incorporation with relevant 

national e-procurement solutions, should facilitate the completion of the ESPD by SMEs. 

6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document

https://ec.europa.eu/tools/espd/filter?lang=en


ESPD Service in EU countries
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ESPD services are now widely available in the most of the EU Member States. 

List of European Single Procurement Document (ESPD) providers (Version 6, 26.07.2018) 

National ESPD services are often integrated with other systems such as e-Tendering services, national databases, and 

prequalification systems. As such, they might support contracting authorities and tenderers by filling in the ESPD 

automatically. 

6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document

https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/31041/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native


The e-Certis service 

• Benefits obtained from the introduction of the ESPD have been supplemented by e-Certis.

• The ESPD service is integrated with e-Certis. E-Certis is an electronic system provided in 23 
official EU languages provided by the European Commission. It provides a guide to documents 
and certificates required from tenderers bidding for public contracts in any MS.

• e-Certis helps:

• Tenderers to identify which documents and certificates they need to submit when 
tendering for a contract in a MS;

• contracting authorities in MS to establish which documents they need to request, or 
can accept, from tenderers.

• Under Directive 2014/24/EU the MS are obliged to constantly update e-Certis with the 
information concerning certificates and other forms of documentary evidence. 
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https://ec.europa.eu/tools/ecertis/search
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The e-Certis at a glance

Source: European Commission

6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document



The e-Certis benefits
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The information provided through e-Certis should assist both SMEs in the preparation of tenders. This 

information is of particular importance for their participation in procurement procedures in MS where the SME is 

not established, as e-Certis can help SMEs to understand which information is being requested

Access to e-Certis: https://ec.europa.eu/tools/ecertis/search

Source: European Commission

6. Administrative burden: The European Single Procurement Document

https://ec.europa.eu/tools/ecertis/search


SMEs and e-procurement
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increasing transparency and making it easier for SMEs to identify and respond to tender opportunities

simplifying and accelerating tender processes and reducing waste 

maximising value for money (lower price, better quality) by stimulating EU-wide competition 

reducing administrative burdens and administrative costs, which weigh more heavily on SMEs

assisting SMEs in overcoming distance barriers and distance-related participation costs that discourage cross-border tendering

accelerating the flow of payments thereby benefiting smaller companies with limited financial resources

• E-procurement can make procurement more efficient & effective and boost SME participation, by:

• An e-procurement system should facilitate full SME participation. Obstacles like onerous or discriminatory registration or 

authentication procedures should be removed. 

• E-procurement tools must be non-discriminatory, readily available and interoperable with the generally used ICT solutions. 

They must not restrict access to the procurement procedure. 

7. Mandatory use of e-procurement boosts SME participation


