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CRAFTS & SMEs IN EUROPE

SMEunited’s views on the Net-Zero
Industry Act

Key messages

The Net-Zero Industry Act can be an important jigsaw piece in supporting SMEs’
competitiveness in the green transition, scaling up the manufacturing of green
technologies and ensuring investment and planning stability.

SMEunited believes that clear and simple framework conditions, well-functioning priority
access to regulatory streamlining for SMEs, and accessibility of information are essential
for building European production capacity for strategic net-zero technologies.

Recognised social partner organisations at EU cross-industry, national and sectoral levels
should be part of the Net-Zero Academies’ governance and should be invited to attend
the Net-Zero Europe Platform as observers.

Member states and the EU must strengthen support measures for SMEs, including priority
access to regulatory sandboxes, awareness-raising activities, and dedicated channels for
communication.

General remarks

SMEunited welcomes the Commission’s aim to support business efforts in the development and
scaling-up of the manufacturing of green technologies through the Net-Zero Industry Act
(NZIA). It stands for a much-desired renewed focus on the European investment climate. The
proposed Regulation addresses the technologies that will make a significant contribution to
decarbonisation, aims at simplifying the regulatory framework for the manufacturing of these
technologies, tries to facilitate innovation by enabling Member States to set up regulatory
sandboxes to test innovative net-zero technologies, and wants to help ensure a skilled
workforce to support the production of Net-Zero technologies.

SMEs are involved in the manufacturing of products and components in many of the net-zero
technology sectors (such as wind energy, solar energy, heat pumps, geothermal energy,
bioenergy, and energy storage). SMEs in Europe count for 99,8% of all enterprises, 2/3 of
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employment and close to 53% of the added value created in the European Union. Therefore,
SMEs must be taken on board to fulfil the Green Deal’s 2030 and 2050 targets.

We believe that the NZIA can be an important jigsaw piece in supporting SMEs’
competitiveness in the green transition and ensuring investment and planning stability. Well-
functioning priority access to regulatory streamlining, as well as administrative and financial
support, are key to making the NZIA fit for SMEs. However, the NZIA can only be one building
block to strengthen the competitiveness of European crafts and SMEs. The cumulative effect of
sustainability legislation and fierce competition from outside the EU must also be addressed.

SMEunited believes that it is important to highlight strategic net-zero technologies in the NZIA.
However, it should be critically analysed if all necessary technologies are included and if
technological neutrality is ensured. The NZIA should address broader competitiveness
concerns and pay attention to the technological neutrality principle. Therefore, the scope could
be extended to all technologies that contribute to climate change mitigation according to the
EU Taxonomy, including advanced nuclear technologies. In addition, all technologies that fall
under Art. 3(1) of the NZIA proposal should remain under the scope of the NZIA. Moreover, the
proposal should create more coherence between energy, environmental and industrial
legislation, in particular to the Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA), the Chips Act and EU nature
protection legislation. To achieve an accelerated roll-out of net-zero technologies, bottlenecks
along the whole value chain including intermediate products, chemicals and raw materials
should be taken into account. In particular, the selection of strategic net-zero technologies in
the NZIA must be aligned with the selection of strategic raw materials in the CRMA. This wiill
ensure consistency, legal clarity and speedy decarbonisation.

Reduce administrative barriers for SMEs

SMEunited believes that clear and simple framework conditions are essential for building
European production capacity for strategic net-zero technologies: Digitalized information
portals, one-stop-shops, shortened decision-making periods, coordinated environmental
impact assessments, and a more appropriate design of public procurement are key tools for
speeding up procedures. The definition of net-zero technologies and selection criteria must
include positive impacts on suppliers and downstream sectors (Art. 10), as many SMEs are
involved in supplying components to manufacturers.

SMEunited welcomes the obligation for Member States to set up one-stop shops, which act as
single points of contact for project promoters (Art. 4). This is likely to simplify the permit-
granting processes within the EU and increase efficiency and transparency, in particular in
those national realities characterized by multilevel governance. It must be specified in advance
which national authority will be the central point of contact. One-stop shops must be equipped
with a skilled workforce to be able to fulfil the foreseen tasks, and must themselves have simple
and adequate access to all relevant information.
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SMEunited welcomes that project promoters can submit any relevant documents in digital form
(Art. 4) and Member states must ensure the online accessibility of information in a centralised
and easily accessible manner (Art. 5). Due to limited resources, empowering SMEs in the green
transition through dedicated contact points is crucial to support sustainable growth.

Faster permit-granting procedures could significantly increase the participation rate of SMEs in
those projects. To facilitate this even more, the duration of these procedures for smaller-scale
net-zero manufacturing projects should be further lowered to 9 months (Art. 6) and for strategic
projects to 6 months (Art. 13). The duration of procedures and environmental impact
assessment as proposed by the Commission will in some Member States only trigger small-
scale accelerations. It should also be considered whether the consultation of the public
concerned can be accelerated, for example, by respecting the maximum time limits. Moreover,
clarifications regarding plant permits and water law permits are needed. In any case,
appropriate enforcement measures and complaint procedures must be in place in case of non-
compliance of competent authorities with the new time frames for permit-granting procedures.

When Member States set up support measures to comply with administrative and reporting
obligations, SMEs should be mentioned explicitly (Art. 14(2)). Due to limited resources, SMEs
face higher barriers to compliance and thus can profit significantly from those measures.

SMEunited proposes to promote designated geographical areas as “Net-Zero Areas” to create
clusters of net-zero industrial activity. These can lead to efficiency gains for all industrial actors
involved, including in particular SMEs in the downward supply chain. SMEs can profit from the
economy of scales effect of this measure.

Social partners are key to developing green skills

We welcome the Commission’s intention to support education and training in the area of Net-
Zero technologies via the establishment of Net-Zero Industry Academies. We particularly
support any actions aiming to strengthen Vocational Education and Training and make it more
attractive, as well as actions enhancing the overall attractiveness of technical professions.

SMEunited recalls that the EU-level competencies only allow supportive and complementary
action the field of education and training and that Member States are responsible for it.
Therefore, special attention should be paid to not establishing a parallel structure at the EU
level to the education systems of Member States, as this option is not cost-efficient. In addition,
SMEunited suggests replacing the term 'academies' to avoid misunderstandings with
terminology that recall tertiary education and evoke the issuing of qualifications.

SMEunited requests clarification on whether the European Commission intends to propose the
creation of separate Net-Zero Academies for each Net-Zero technology. SMEunited rejects such
an approach, suggesting instead to create academies based on expertise. In addition,
SMEunited underlines that the demand for labour in specific Net-Zero technology sectors might
be related to other qualifications than the specific skills linked to technology. SMEunited insists
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that European Net-Zero Industry Academies should only focus on developing training
programmes and materials (Art. 23) in support of those developed by Member States. The
Academies should bring added value and increase the possibility to exchange practices among
Member States rather than adopting top-down programmes.

Recognised social partner organisations at EU cross-industry, the national and sectoral levels
should be part of the Academies' governance to ensure that the learning programmes are
developed in synergy with training programmes in Member States (Art. 23). Social partners can
assist the Academies to develop training programmes and materials that are in line with the
real skills needs of the labour market and enterprises. It is highly necessary to ensure full
consistency and links between the programmes developed by the Academies and the ones
developed in the Member States. The success of the Academies will lie in their capacity to
involve all relevant stakeholders in the field of vocational training and ensure that those active
at the national level get ownership of the programmes and the training materials.

SMEunited is supportive of training programmes mainstreaming gender equality and the
inclusion and activation of underrepresented groups such as young people who are not in
education, employment or training for the labour market. The training material developed at
the EU level could provide examples and guidance on these broader objectives.

Besides “new” or “green skills”, the green transition will also create an increasing demand for
traditional occupations, such as roofers, plumbers and electricians in the construction sector.
Moreover, the question of upskilling or reskilling unemployed people should go hand in hand
with upskilling or reskilling employees within companies. It should also be accompanied by
making “green” jobs more attractive for girls, women and young people.

The concept of Net-Zero Industry Academies should be designed in such a way that it allows
international networks to emerge, in which relevant stakeholders from the Member States can
exchange information on approaches and progress in skills development and the qualification
of skilled workers. The potential of transnational qualification approaches and instruments
could be tested within the framework of bi- or trilateral projects in which partners from
countries with similar education systems could come together. Within the framework of these
projects, project funding should include not only the development but also the testing of
qualification instruments and, if necessary, help to strengthen the educational infrastructure.

The Net-Zero Platform should not be monitoring working conditions of jobs in net-zero
industries, the activation of youth, women and seniors to the labour market for net-zero
industries, nor the attraction of skilled workers from third countries (Art. 25.6). This specific task
is too large and might create overlaps with other Commission services and other EU legislation.
The Commission should ensure that existing bodies with the same tasks are involved.

Recognised cross-industry social partner organisations should be invited to attend the Net-
Zero Europe Platform as observers, including standing or temporary subgroups (Art. 29). Social
partners are best placed to assist the Commission and Member States in the set-up and roll-
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out of learning programmes, as well as in monitoring and forecasting future skills needs.
Moreover, the European Commission and Member States can significantly benefit from social
partners’ experiences in the implementation of the Act.

Scale-up support measures for SMEs

SMEunited welcomes the fact that Member States are obliged to introduce measures for SMEs,
including priority access to regulatory sandboxes, awareness-raising activities, and dedicated
channels for communication (Art. 27(1)). It remains unclear why SME support measures should
only concern the Member State level. We believe that they should also be set up at the
European level (Art. 27).

Due to limited resources, empowering SMEs in the green transition through dedicated contact
points is crucial to support sustainable growth. We believe that the wording should be
strengthened to ensure meaningful action on the side of Member States. Member States should
use existing support structures like EEN, or innovation hubs instead of creating new ones. In
addition, the regulation must provide for an active and direct role of SME representative
associations in supporting their member enterprises concerning these contexts.

Innovation policy must take a bottom-up approach to the establishment of regulatory
sandboxes and follow the “think small first” principle, i.e. taking the entrepreneurs’
requirements as starting point. If existing funding programs offer corresponding starting points,
synergies should be used for implementation. The design of sandboxes’ management and
control is key. An objective decision-making process must ensure transparency and competitive
neutrality - especially concerning a non-discriminatory selection of participants.

The coordination of financing of EU cross-border supply chains is vital to secure international
competitiveness. Therefore, the lack of additional sources of funding or other monetary
incentives targeted at SMEs is problematic. As of now, the NZIA does not deliver answers on
geopolitical realities created elsewhere in the world. SMEunited is worried that the financial
question has been postponed, while the creation of an EU Sovereignty Fund remains unsure.
For now, the financial support of the NZIA is primarily geared towards the large-scale industry.
For SMEs and crafts, tax relief and relevant state aid regulations must be considered.

In any case, the NZIA should not be funded by reallocating existing funds of the SME Pillar of
the Single Market. Redirecting existing funds for SMEs will not result in increased support for
SMEs. At least those redirected funds must be explicitly earmarked for SMEs.
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Other considerations

Appeal procedures

Effective legal protection and legal certainty are key elements in the context of sustainability
projects, both for companies and the public concerned. Accelerating legal protection in
environmental law should be considered part of the NZIA. In some Member States, time-
consuming appeal procedures are one of the main bottlenecks for a speedy permitting process.
In this context, it is positive that the proposal introduces the possibility to grant strategic
projects the most "urgent" status under national law concerning (judicial) disputes (Art. 12(4)).
The NZIA should stimulate Member States to come up with such procedures.

Carbon capture and storage

Achieving climate neutrality by 2050 is not possible without carbon removals. Therefore, a
massive investment push in carbon capture and storage (CCS) and carbon capture and
utilisation (CCU) is needed. For cost and resource efficiency reasons, CO2 cycles in the industry
should be promoted and cross-sector projects facilitated. Therefore, setting up a needs-based
connection to a European CO?2 infrastructure must start immediately. Moreover, it is still unclear
whether sufficient storage capacity will be available across Europe by 2030 and whether the
infrastructure will be in place by 2030 to transport the captured CO?2 to the storage sites. We,
therefore, call for clarification of what consequences can be expected if this obligation cannot
be met. The NZIA must seek a better balance between sustainability obligations and
environmental regulations, whereby exemption options should be investigated under strict
conditions. It should be avoided that the CCS obligations for individual companies discourage
investments. An impact assessment would be desirable for this.

Public procurement

The NZIA can be an instrument to create a fairer international playing field, reduce undesirable
dependencies and increase Europe's resilience. Art. 19(1-3) offers the possibility to take the
contribution to the resilience and autonomy of the Union into account when awarding a public
procurement tender. However, this has to be implemented in a way, which does not further
complicate procedures and does not create additional barriers for SMEs.

Brussels, 15 June 2023
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