ASIA COOPERATION DIALOGUE

- Singapore’s Concept Paper on SME cooperation -

Background

1. Under the Asia Cooperation Dialogue (ACD), launched in Cha-Am, Thailand on 18-19 Jun 2002, Singapore has agreed to be the Prime Mover of an initiative to foster greater cooperation among ACD countries on Small- and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs).

2. This paper serves as a basis for developing the initiative.

Cooperation on SMEs in ACD

3. SMEs play a significant role in Asia. Within the Asia Pacific region, SMEs constitute 98% of all enterprises, accounting for 30% of total employment and 30% of direct exports (US$930 billion in 2000).

4. SMEs encompass a vast range of industries and enterprises with varying capabilities. Because of their different needs, SMEs face different challenges and there is no one-size-fits-all strategy for SMEs.

5. However, while these challenges vary within each ACD countries, there are extensive similarities across ACD countries. For example, SMEs in many ACD countries face challenges in terms of lack of access to information, technological disadvantages, financing difficulties, backdated marketing and managerial skills, and so on.
6. There is therefore an opportunity for ACD countries to work together to cooperate and do more in assisting their SMEs to enhance their effectiveness and growth.

First steps
7. As the prime mover on ACD cooperation on SMEs, Singapore plans to initiate closer cooperation between ACD countries in this area by providing forums for SME promotion agencies and, subsequently, SMEs themselves to come together to discuss current challenges, assess future opportunities and share insights and strategies.
8. First, Singapore will host a meeting for SME promotion agencies of ACD countries in first half of 2003. The meeting will allow sharing of experiences of SME agencies in the wide range of ACD countries, discussion of successful strategies and best practices adopted and exchange of views on future developments in the SME sector. SME promotion agencies could explore ways to increase cooperation. For example, ACD countries could promote the entry of SMEs into our various countries through the establishment of a network of business centres in the region. These business centres could provide short term offices for visiting SMEs, information how to start-up, links to business support services, etc. SME promotion agencies could also look into how to work together in mutually promoting and publicizing business opportunities.
9. To build on the first meeting, Singapore will invite SMEs from ACD countries to a conference for SMEs in Sep 2003. This conference, called the International Small Business Congress (ISBC), will have as its theme “Enterprise Unlimited: Opportunities and Challenges in Global Markets”. The ISBC will allow SMEs from ACD countries to compare notes on the impact globalization, staying ahead with technology, branding and value creation, etc. It will include opportunities to meet up with venture capital firms, business matching with overseas SMEs, industry visits, and an SME exhibition showcasing products and services. We believe this forum can help SMEs in ACD network and strengthen their links. With SMEs from US, EU and other countries in Asia-Pacific participating as well, the ISBC will allow the development of links beyond ACD countries as well.
