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About the Platform: The OECD Platform on Financing SMEs for Sustainability brings together public and private 

financial institutions, policy makers and SME representatives to help foster SME access to sustainable finance by bridging 
SME financing and knowledge gaps. The Platform also contributes to advancing research and policy dialogue on the design 
and implementation of measures for SME access to sustainable finance.
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Highlights 
 
The first webinar of the OECD Platform on Financing SMEs for Sustainability aimed to take 
stock of the current landscape and the opportunities and challenges that SMEs face in their 
journey to net zero. In the face of substantial knowledge gaps on SMEs and greening, many 
institutions are conducting research to establish a baseline for measuring progress on this journey. 
The webinar offered the opportunity to share the latest research in this area and shed light on 
questions such as: 
 
• Where do SMEs stand in their journey to net zero, in terms of awareness, actions and 

investments? 
• What are the key drivers motivating SMEs to adopt green processes and develop green 

products? 
• How do SMEs differ in their approaches according to firm size, sector and region of operation?  
• What is the role of finance, and what can financial institutions and policy makers do to support 

SMEs? 
 
SMEs and entrepreneurs may have a relatively small individual environmental footprint, but in 
aggregate terms, they account for a significant share of environmental pollution and GHG 
emissions. Estimates at the global level indicate that SMEs account for 40-64% of industrial waste 
and 50-70% of GHG emissions of the business sector. In the United Kingdom, SMEs account for 
roughly half of total business-generated GHG emissions. 
 
As entrepreneurs and innovators, SMEs are critical for developing solutions to address the 
global climate crisis and the building of green economies. SMEs account for 70-90% of cleantech 
firms, and over a third of SMEs offer green products and services. A recent BDC survey showed that 
84% of Canadian SMEs and entrepreneurs believe that environmental protection is their 
responsibility, and 51% have incorporated environmental aspects into their companies’ mission 
statements.  
 
There are various drivers for SMEs to green their business models. Reduction of operating costs, 
personal conviction, improvement of brand image and regulatory requirements are some of the key 
factors cited in surveys among Canadian, Korean and UK SMEs. An analysis conducted by the BDC 
also found that Canadian entrepreneurs who have taken more advanced actions on greening have 
better financial performance compared to those lagging behind. Going forward, value chains will likely 
play a major role in driving SMEs’ green investments.  
 
However, while many SMEs and entrepreneurs recognise that the green transition is a must, 
and they report having taken actions towards greening, their efforts remain relatively modest 
thus far. Most enterprises in Canada, Korea and the UK are at the very beginning of their journey 
towards net zero. Their actions are often limited to basic interventions, such as energy efficiency 
measures and waste reduction. More complex interventions, such as production or service process 
redesign, upstream and downstream supply engagement, and external environmental auditing, are 
broadly lacking across the general SME population.   
 
SME progress in the green transition depends on many factors, such as the sector in which 
the enterprises operate; their emissions levels; their size; and their perceptions around the 
business case. For example, manufacturing firms face a longer and more complex journey compared 
to service SMEs, companies with higher emissions levels tend to take more actions to reduce them, 
as do larger companies. Finally, the most proactive companies see greening efforts as an opportunity 
to improve their business. Understanding these factors and how they interact can help policy makers 
and public financial institutions to create better targeted policy and financial solutions. 
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There are important real and perceived barriers that SMEs face in transitioning to net zero, 
including high costs and the need for access to external finance. SMEs consider that high upfront 
costs and limited internal funds for investment are the most significant barriers to their green transition, 
along with the lack of low-cost sustainable financing solutions. SMEs are also concerned about the 
impact of net zero investments on their competitiveness over the near term, including their ability to 
provide affordable green products, services or processes. Capacity constraints also impede SMEs 
from embarking on the journey to net zero.  
 
ESG investing represents an increasingly important share of private investments (estimated 
at USD 40 trillion in assets with an ESG consideration) and has the potential to help finance 
SMEs’ green transition. However, there are a number of challenges for SMEs to benefit. An OECD 
study found that a lack of consistency and varying degrees of transparency across ESG rating 
methodologies can result in vastly different scores for the same business across providers. The score 
can also be impacted by the relationships between companies and ESG providers. This can 
disadvantage SMEs in the scoring process, as they cannot invest the same level of resources in the 
reporting process as large enterprises. This has implications for the availability and cost of sustainable 
funding for SMEs.  
 
Governments, financial institutions and other actors have an important role to play in 
supporting SMEs’ green transition by facilitating their access to sustainable finance and 
providing them with non-financial support. Several areas of intervention discussed in the webinar 
were considered to be important. They include:   
 

- Raising awareness and provision of resources and guidance for SMEs (including from SME 
agencies and bureaus) 

- Strengthening advisory support and guidance 
- Mobilising public and private sustainable financing through a range of instruments (e.g. 

guarantees, direct lending, equity investment, etc.) 
- Strengthening the comparability and completeness of climate reporting and disclosure, 

including ESG metrics, including through the development of taxonomies for green investment  
- Promoting proportionality and voluntary reporting and disclosure based on firm size 
- Developing dedicated rating and indices methodologies to support financing for SMEs 
- Capacity building to support measurement and reporting on environmental footprint (including 

direct and indirect emissions) and transition planning 
 
By operating at the nexus of SME finance, greening of SMEs and public policies, the OECD 
Platform for Financing SMEs for Sustainability can play a valuable role in reducing the barriers 
to SMEs’ demand and supply for sustainable finance. The discussion raised a number of 
suggestions for future actions within the context of the Platform: 
 

- Enabling knowledge-sharing and dialogue between public and private financial institutions, 
policy makers and the broader sustainable finance ecosystem to accelerate progress in 
providing low-cost financing solutions for SME greening 

- Developing recommendations and best practices for financial institutions on the topic of 
sustainable finance and ESG for SMEs 

- Coordinating research across member institutions in order to obtain comparable information 
on finance for the SME green transition across countries 

- Engaging with SMEs and entrepreneurs to help identify their needs and support them in 
gaining awareness of green solutions and the ways in which they can access them 

- Strengthening SMEs’ capacity to meet reporting requirements in light of tightening regulations 
and value chain pressures  

- Promoting alignment and adaptation of definitions and methodologies related to sustainable 
finance and ESG for SMEs 
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Looking ahead, the OECD Platform on Financing SMEs for Sustainability will expand its 
outreach to all relevant actors from the SME financing ecosystem. In addition to public banks 
and other public institutions, the Platform will seek to engage with private financial institutions, ESG 
rating providers, auditors, other international initiatives working on relevant topics, and others. It will 
strive to deepen engagement with SMEs in order to understand their needs and accompany them 
more effectively on their journey to net zero. We invite all interested institutions to reach out to the 
OECD Secretariat to learn more about the initiative and explore areas of potential cooperation.  
 
For more information, go to https://www.oecd.org/cfe/smes/financing-smes-sustainability.htm or 
contact Marija.Kuzmanovic@oecd.org.   
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