City of Maribor 

Key structural and economic characteristics 

With a population of more than 130.000 inhabitants, Maribor is the second largest city in the Republic of Slovenia, but ranges on the lower end of larger European cities. The city is situated in the North-Eastern part of the country only 18km away from the Austrian border at the junction of the Alps and of the Pannonian lowlands and thus at an exceptional traffic location. The high environmental quality and diversity, the intertwining of mountains (Pohorje), wine bearing hills and valleys of the Drava River make this region one of the most picturesque parts of Slovenia. 
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As capital of the Podravje Region (320.863 inhabitants, 15,8% of total population in Slovenia) Maribor is also an important regional economic and cultural centre and University City. For several years, Maribor has been hosting cultural institutions of regional and even national importance (e.g. Regional Museum, Regional Archives, National Liberation Museum, Natural and Cultural Heritage Preservation Institute). Maribor is also candidate for the Cultural Capital of Europe in 2012 which by its various events, activities and visitors represents an important opportunity not only for shaping and fostering the European image and position of the city but also for the local business community. The city is also characterised by its qualified human resources (good education level and ability to work) as well as existing and future possibilities in the R&D area. Based on these development factors Maribor should especially link with the EU and secure its position in the future.

The rate of elderly in the Podravje Region is higher when compared to Slovenian national average. The share of people who are 50 or more in 2007 was 37% and has increased from 34,3% in 2003. It is also higher than Slovenian national average which was 35,8% in 2007 and 33,1% in 2003.
Short economic development overview 

For centuries Maribor has been an important junction between North and South, as well as between Eastern and Western Europe. Maribor was one of the largest industrial centres of former Yugoslavia, and encountered major environmental problems in the 1980’s and 1990’s. Thus, the City of Maribor must find an efficient, economic way to restructure and overcome the burden of tradition, i.e. transforming the energy and labour intensive manufacturing into service, financial and innovation related activities, while the under-developed traffic infrastructure has to be updated.

Key business & employment sectors and clusters
Prevailing activities are services, mostly retail trade, construction, various business and personal services. The level of innovative products/services is quite low, as there are predominantly companies working in old technological fields. There are some exceptions among medium-sized companies.

Importance of the SMEs in the local economy 

In the Region of Podravje 99 % of all companies are SMEs, out of which approx. 95% are micro enterprises (city data not available). SMEs employ about 45% of the total employees in the business sector. 

Key challenges for a successful and sustainable development of the SME community

One central challenge concerning the society is to change people’s general »mind-set« and attitudes towards business and entrepreneurship. On the one hand this means raising awareness and promoting entrepreneurship as a challenging and acceptable professional career for young, well-educated people (including women), but also by presenting entrepreneurs as honourable and reliable. On the other hand also the important contribution of employees to the overall success of the company has to be recognised more. As Slovenia is a very small market, SMEs have to explore possibilities for internationalisation at early stages of growth which still happens too few. 
Specific economic infrastructure for SMEs knows important deficits in Maribor, as land and business premises are scarce and expensive. There are no incubation premises with a full range of services available in the City (with the exception of the so-called university incubator, hosting start-up entrepreneurs for one year). 

Another major problem for a dynamic SME development is lacking entrepreneurial capacities, e.g. knowledge and skills concerning SME management (including innovation and R&D, human resources etc.) on the one hand, and a very low participation of entrepreneurs at educational and training courses on the other.  

Concerning access to finance, there is a general lack of seed money for starters in all sectors. SMEs trying to get public or private financing from existing schemes have to follow very demanding, complicated and costly procedures. Available financial schemes on national level are not stable, non-coordinated among different contracting authorities, do not have sufficient means and sometimes address the wrong objectives and purposes and thus are poorly adjusted to the needs of SMEs’. All schemes are subject to annual tenders (published once a year). But there are no regular periods agreed, the dates are not known in advance, the tenders open for a too short period and the awarding procedures take very long.

SME’s access to innovation, knowledge and R&D is generally depending on many conditions, such as the educational level of an entrepreneur, the size of the enterprise, the sector of activity, the entrepreneur’s ability and wish to develop his business or available finances for R&D activities. Although educational and training courses exist, the participation of entrepreneurs is poor. The same goes for innovation and technology. The University and R&D institutions are in place and there are even some schemes related to the transfer of knowledge (although not particularly stimulating). But yet, there are deficits in transferring knowledge and innovation to the SME community.

Existing policies and programs to improve SMEs’ access to finance and innovation

Predominant role of the national level 

According to the law, cities (= municipalities) and regions have little responsibility, “space” and budget available for SME development and support. Mostly, SME support schemes are decided, governed, funded and implemented at national level. Presumably, it might change with the introduction of real administrative regions by transferring responsibilities to the regional level. However, these tasks will presumably not be “further decentralised”, namely to municipal level.

Consequently it is still the national level that is mainly addressing business and SME development (including access to finances). The following national strategies and plans exist: 

· Act Regulating a Supportive Environment for Entrepreneurship;

· National Development Strategy and Action Plan;

· Act Establishing the Slovene  Enterprise Fund;

· National employment promotion schemes (including: promotion of self-employment and employment in SMEs).

There are several institutions in charge for SME promotion and development on the national level: different ministries, particularly the Ministry of the Economy (with its specific agency JAPTI) and the Slovene Enterprise Fund as well as the Ministry of Labour, Family and Social Affairs with the National Employment Office. The most important institutions are:

· Agency for Entrepreneurship and Foreign Investments (JAPTI): offering several schemes, e.g. one-stop-shops, subsidised training and consulting for SMEs etc.; 

· Slovene Enterprise Fund (SEF): subsidises (e.g. investment in technology for different target groups of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises, start-ups in technology parks, etc.), soft loans and guarantees, public venture capital fund (under development);

· National Employment Office: several schemes aiming at promotion of self-employment and employment in SMEs; 

· Ministry of Science and Higher Education: supporting (with little money) cooperation between universities and SMEs aiming at the transfer of knowledge from universities to SMEs (through joint projects in applied research).

There are several SME promotion schemes available that are centrally governed at national level, including access to subsidised assistance and professional support and access to finance. The schemes are subject to an extensive coordination among public authorities and to annual public tenders – with the deficits and problems described above. 

There are also several issues concerning SME support mentioned in the Operational Program of the Structural Funds, including innovation and access to finance. For example some subsidies supporting innovative products, purchase of new technologies etc. can be co-financed by the ERDF. The support is managed by the SEF. Concerning innovation, apparently some individual ministries (e.g. Ministry of Science and Higher Education) will publish tenders related to the promotion of one or another specific innovation-related measure, such as promotion of joint projects between university institutions and SMEs.

Limited possibilities for SME promotion on regional and local level

On regional level the Regional Development Plan for the Period of 2007 – 2013 is the strategic economic planning and development document. However, there are only very limited regional activities. So far, nothing related to access to finance for SMEs is available at regional level. 

Since 2002, a Regional Guarantee scheme exists on the area of the Consortium for Development Tasks of Podravje (22 municipalities out of total 41 of Podravje) set up by the regional development and social partnership. For those 22 municipalities there is also a regional micro-credit scheme for innovative entrepreneurial ventures under development. In cooperation with the region the City is also planning to set up a regional incubator.  

Although the City of Maribor is named in the Operational Programme, this is only a description of the present state (regions, universities) and in relation with some previous expenditure of the structural funds on the city’s territory. Thus, the Municipality of Maribor has its own budget line on SME Promotion. The municipal budget includes little funds for SME promotion, namely promotion of self-employment and employment in SMEs. These funds are tendered out annually and managed by the Economic Department of the Municipality of Maribor.

Possibilities for local SMEs to get access to finance
In practice, apparently, successful and not too small enterprises have no problem with accessing all forms of finance, including bank loans. The situation is, however, quite opposite for starters and micro enterprises, which can hardly take a loan at “normal” conditions. Finance in any form is generally not available for starters. 

There were, however, some specific measures (subsidies) introduced by the SEF for starters and micro-enterprises and for enterprises operating in technology centres. The schemes seem to be appropriate, however, there were some strange criteria included, which made funds inaccessible for many applicants. The results are not available yet. There is also a (public) venture capital fund at national level. The demand was assessed as quite high (according to a research carried out by SEF). 
Foreseen Local Action Plan and Local Support Group

Overall objectives for addressing specific problems and topics 

By its economic development policy, the Municipality of Maribor seeks to promote the entrepreneurial culture among different target groups, to improve the SME formation, to strengthen the micro enterprises’ growth potentials, to introduce innovative products and services with a higher value added and enhance the human resources management in SMEs. For proceeding in these fields the local administration seeks for a better cooperation with decision-makers at national level (as Slovenia has a centralised organisation) aiming at:

· awareness raising and promotion activities (entrepreneurial culture),
· access to specific forms of finance (including seed money),
· provision of customised training for SME owners / managers,
· provision of information/advice/assistance (including possibilities for technology transfer) - permanent and free/at affordable prices,
· Provision of land and premises at affordable prices (& eventually an incubator with a full-range of services).
Within the Local Action Plan the Municipality with its partners tries to combine these objectives in a specific project focussing on public procurement, as it is considered an important source for SMEs to access finance through implementation of tendered projects. As observed, the proportion of SMEs (in particular micro and small enterprises) in Maribor applying for public funds/projects is rather low. Many of them are not aware of this opportunity in general, another large proportion find it difficult to seek the relevant information. The difficulties are namely due to the fact, that generally tenders come from numerous national or local contracting authorities and entities publishing their tenders individually. Consequently, there are numerous sources to be checked regularly, in order to find appropriate information. For micro and small enterprises, this is a too demanding and time-consuming task.
Maribor is a candidate for the “European Capital of Culture (ECC)” in the year 2012. The final decision is expected to be adopted in October 2008. Preparatory activities and activities related to the implementation of planned events will request numerous products and services, which will be funded by public, private and combined funds. The City of Maribor has detected this to be a great economic opportunity for its local SMEs.

Based on this, the idea is to establish a web portal that will systemise and integrate information on all tenders related to the ECC, starting with the ECC related preparatory activities where SMEs may get involved, and continuing with the implementation of ECC events and activities in 2012. The portal would integrate information on tenders coming from the ECC Secretariat and Management Body, partner cities in the ECC project and other organisations taking part in preparatory and implementation of the ECC related activities. The portal should include also information on different additional financial sources, coming from, e.g., banks and other financial institutions operating in the area, municipalities, national institutions operating locally, etc. Additional links will be provided to other providers (as the MRA, the Maribor Development Agency) that are e.g. providing a data base of sites and premises and a complete list of actual EU Programmes for SME development).

Once established, the public procurement portal should remain active and available for SMEs also after 2012, integrating information on further tenders to be published by towns, institutions and organisations for other procurement.
Single Activities and steps within the Local Action Plan 

For elaborating and implementing the public procurement web portal the Local Action Plan of Maribor is composed of three steps.

Feasibility Study

By realising a feasibility study the potential assignments or projects to be initiated, designed or implemented related to the ECC event (and other public procurements in the area) will be identified, which may be interesting for SMEs and might, therefore, act as an input for the potential public procurement portal. The study will assess necessary cost, material and human resources to be employed for establishing, promoting and maintaining the web portal, including its sustainability after 2012. Moreover, the study will identify the needs, strengths and especially the willingness of SMEs concerning public procurement in general, public procurement related to the ECC and more specifically towards the planned web portal. 

The feasibility study should be prepared by the FIN-URB-ACT Local Support Group, which would liaise with the ECC Secretariat and Management. 

Establishment of the public procurement portal

The task includes development and design of the portal contents (public procurement contents, definition of contents and forms of information related to ECC and other local public tenders, other information, information source, contacts, forums, necessary links to other web sites and other necessary contents, etc.), technical design of the portal, solutions related to its host (e.g. ECC web sites, municipal web sites, etc.) and a method for the portal maintenance (provision of information from different sources, portal administration, etc.). The portal contents should be tested with a selected group of information providers (i.e. PP contracting authorities and entities) and potential users (SMEs).

This task should be contracted to relevant experts, where the Local Support Group should take main decisions and monitor the implementation activities.
Awareness Raising and Promotion

As there are numerous information sources dealing with public procurement, SMEs should be made aware of the new option to be provided by the new web portal. Therefore, awareness raising should start in the early project development stage (e.g. after potential public procurement opportunities are identified by the feasibility study) and should accompany the development of the project until the portal is finally established. It should target particularly SMEs (main potential users), but should not neglect other target groups (information providers, SME support institutions operating in the area, institutions/organisations dealing with finance, tourism, culture, etc.). Once the Portal is roughly designed, these target groups should be involved in relevant promotion activities.

The above activities should be developed by expert institutions and closely linked to operations related to ECC. The Local Support Group should monitor them and take part in implementation of specific tasks (e.g. media campaign).

Interlinking the web portal with other data bases like for sites and premises or EU programs 

As the availability of sites and premises is considered an important source for SMEs to start or enlarge their business activities, one additional component of the portal should be a link to a data base on available business sites and premises that is currently under construction. In the area of Maribor and its wider region the availability of data is dispersed between different private companies, while the information offer of the public sector and SME supporting institutions shows the opportunities to be improved and coordinated. In this perspective MRA – the Maribor Development Agency, is currently establishing a common public database showing the offer and demand of sites and premises in order to improve the availability of information to SMEs and to enable faster development of SMEs in the region. Therefore, the MRA will develop a respective ICT system, collect data about business sites and premises in Maribor, present the data base on web pages and give information and advise on using the data base to SMEs. 

Moreover, the Maribor Municipality will provide a web portal including information about SME related EU programs. This European support database will also be elaborated and maintained by the MRA. Beside the municipality and the MRA, also the SME supporting institutions will be invited to cooperate in the provision of information and delivery of advice to SMEs. The aim is to improve the availability of information to SMEs and of relevant financial sources. Also this site will be interlinked with the public procurement portal. 

Expected input from FIN-URB-ACT exchange

Under the FIN-URB-ACT network, the Local Support Group will seek for related information and good practice concerning using public procurement and specific web based information tools for providing targeted information on SME support offers among other partners in the project. Moreover, Maribor is interested in discussing the issues of:

· collecting and mapping available financial support offers for the local SME community; 

· cooperation with managing authorities and other relevant national and regional institutions in charge of managing SME support schemes from the EU Structural Funds;

· town centre management for revitalising high streets or urban neighbourhoods or small rural towns in cooperation between all stakeholders involved in the area.
Composition of the Local Support Group

All activities will be organised within the Local Support Group which is composed of the following institutions: 
	Organisation
	Name of the representative
	Position in the organisation
	E-mail

	Ministry of Economy
	Marlen Skarlovnik
	
	Marlen.Skarlovnik@gov.si

	Office of Project Development

(Municipality of Maribor)
	Andreja Budar
	Adviser
	andreja.budar@maribor.si;

	Department for Culture

(Municipality of Maribor)
	Daniel Sajko,
	Leader
	daniel.sajko@maribor.si; 

	Department for Finance
(Municipality of Maribor) 
	Zdenka Pišek
	Leader
	zdenka.pisek@maribor.si

	Tourist Board
(Municipality of Maribor)
	Vesna Male
	
	vesna.male@maribor.si  

	Bank Nova KBM d.d.
	Daniel Blejc
	Supervisory board president 
	daniel.blejc@modan-i.si

	Hypo Alpe-Adria-Bank d.d.

	Liljana Adanič
	Field office Ptuj,
Head of agency
	Liljana.Adanic@hypo.si


	SKB Societe Generale Gr
	Anamarija.Šprah
	Revidicom d.o.o

Certificated auditor
	anamarija.sprah@triera.net


	Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Štajerska
	Maja Anastasija Henke
	Expert co-operator
	info@stajerskagz.si


	Culturally performance centre Narodni dom Maribor
	Vladimir Rukavina
	Director
	gogo@nd-mb.si


	Economic Institute Maribor - Regional SME Promotion Centre
	Viljenka Godina
	Director
	Viljenka.godina@eim-mb.si


	MRA, Maribor Development Agency
	Vladimir Rudl
	Leader of EEN
	vladimir.rudl@mra.si


	MRA, Maribor Development Agency
	Boris Keuc
	leader of Regional Development Unit
	keuc.boris@mra.si



