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Robust SME sectors are critical to the prosperity of the six Western Balkan economies and Turkey, accounting 
for over 70% of those employed in the business sector and generating 65% of value added in these seven 
economies. Yet their potential remains untapped, as SMEs across the region grapple with numerous challenges 
that hamper their growth and productivity. They are still under-represented in international trade, and their 
contributions to value added remain comparatively low as they have difficulties in moving or expanding into high 
value-added activities.

This report provides a comprehensive overview of the implementation of the ten principles of the Small 
Business Act for Europe (SBA) in the seven EU pre-accession economies over the period 2016-18. It monitors 
progress against similar assessments performed over the past decade and identifies the outstanding 
challenges affecting SMEs. It also provides targeted recommendations to remove barriers to SME development 
and unleashing their potential for driving inclusive economic growth.
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Consult this publication on line at https://doi.org/10.1787/g2g9fa9a-en.

This work is published on the OECD iLibrary, which gathers all OECD books, periodicals and statistical databases. 
Visit www.oecd-ilibrary.org for more information.
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Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are essential drivers of sustainable economic growth 
in the Western Balkans and Turkey, where they make up 99% of all fi rms, generate 65% value added 
and account for 75% of employment. Nevertheless, SMEs across the region continue to face obstacles such as 
diffi culties accessing fi nancing, low levels of digital uptake, regulatory barriers and relatively low participation 
in international trade. The situation has been further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic: SMEs found 
themselves fi ghting for survival amidst reduced demand, lockdowns and travel restrictions, and supply chain 
disruptions. 

This report provides an overview of the implementation of the Small Business Act for Europe during 
the period 2019-22. It is designed to help policy makers design, implement and monitor policies to support 
the recovery of SMEs from the pandemic, boost their competitiveness based on OECD and EU good practices, 
and further enhance the region’s economic growth and resilience.  
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From registering a company and obtaining a 
business license to filing and paying taxes, SMEs 
interact with public institutions, physically or 
digitally, at all stages of their development. The 
operational environment in which SMEs must 
navigate is determined by the ease of using 
digital services, the number of procedures and 
the costs associated with their interactions with 
the government. 

When the COVID-19 pandemic broke out, much 
of the world moved on line, accelerating a digital 

transformation that has been underway for 
decades. While the pandemic has demonstrated 
the tremendous potential of the digital 
transformation it has also accentuated the gaps 
that remain. 

For WBT economies heavily impacted by the 
pandemic, increasing the availability of digital 
services for SMEs and improving the efficiency 
of administrative procedures will be key to 
improving the operational environment by saving 
time and resources. 

Dimension 4 – OPERATIONAL ENVIRONMENT 
FOR SMEs

The operational environment 
in which SMEs must navigate is 
determined by the ease of using 
digital services, the number 
of procedures and the costs 
associated with their interactions 
with the government. 
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KEY STATISTICS 

The satisfaction of businesses with available digital government 
services has declined since 2019 (from a regional average 
satisfaction rate of 54% to 39%  in 2021), with this decline possibly 
being exacerbated by the increased need for digital services 
brought on by the COVID 19 pandemic. The only exception to 
this trend is Serbia, where the rollout of digital services saw more 
progress during the assessment period, and was accelerated by the 
pandemic. 

Business satisfaction with digital government services in the 
Western Balkans (Western Balkans Six average)

Notes: The WB6 includes Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and 
Serbia. Data for Turkey are not available, since Turkey is not included in the Balkan Business Barometer 
Survey.

Source: Regional Cooperation Council, 2021
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Reforms to ease the process of starting a business have been undertaken in the majority of WBT 
economies to reduce the number of days and procedures required. The rollout of electronic registration 
services has also progressed, albeit as an uneven pace across the region, as online portals were only 
available in Albania, Kosovo and North Macedonia in the previous cycle.  

Status of online company registration in the Western Balkans and Turkey

Source: Information provided by the respective governments in the SME Policy Index 2022 questionnaire.

ALB

BIH

KOS MKD MNE SRB TURFBiH RS

Electronic storage of registration records X X X X X X X

Online registration portal available X X X X X X

Electronic payment available X X X X

E-signature mechanism in place X X X X

Qualified electronic signature required X X X

Registration available to all types of companies X X X
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ACHIEVEMENTS

l	The WBT economies have continued developing and implementing their policy frameworks for 
digital government services for businesses. Several economies have made efforts to increase 
inter-institutional co-ordination for these processes, which should allow them to accelerate and 
streamline the rollout of digital government services and improve standards for service delivery. 

l All economies have continued the development of their online portals for digital government 
services, increasing their accessibility. 

l	Reforms to simplify and digitalise company registration processes and increase interoperability 
have been undertaken to reduce the number of days and procedures required to start a business. 

l	While business licensing has been centralised in all WBT economies, deregulation and 
digitalisation reforms are ongoing to reduce administrative barriers for businesses.

l	Comprehensive sets of tax measures to reduce liquidity constraints for SMEs have been introduced 
to mitigate the impact of the COVID‑19 crisis. Simplified bookkeeping rules for SMEs are common 
throughout the region, and digital services are widely used for business taxation.

All economies have continued the 
development of their online portals 
for digital government services, 
increasing their accessibility. 
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THE WAY FORWARD

l Adopt user-driven approaches to service delivery. While ensuring the rollout of digital government 
services, WBT economies would benefit from ensuring that services are designed around the needs of 
the user, and specifically SMEs.

l Promote and facilitate the use of electronic signatures. Those WBT economies which have established 
legal frameworks for e-signature use should focus on implementation, specifically on reducing the 
cost and technical barriers that many SMEs face when confronted with adopting e- signatures. 

l Improve monitoring and evaluation systems for digital services. WBT economies should focus on 
developing monitoring and evaluation systems that allow the performance of digital services to be 
continuously measured according to key performance indicators. 

l Continue to digitalise company registration processes. Western Balkan economies should continue 
to further digitalise their registration processes.

l Streamline the process of electronic licensing and strengthen co-ordination between institutions in 
charge of issuing business licences

l Tax administrations throughout the region could assess whether stamp duties are burdensome 
for SMEs and whether there is scope to reduce or abolish them. Abolishing stamp duties is key to 
maintaining the neutrality of the tax system with respect to business size.
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