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1. SMEs in Bulgaria — basic figures 

EU27 EU27 EU27
Number Share Share Number Share Share Billion € Share Share

Micro 278.139 90,6% 92,2% 548.220 29,1% 29,6% 3 16,5% 21,2%
Small 23.950 7,8% 6,5% 466.560 24,8% 20,6% 4 21,0% 18,5%

Medium-sized 4.345 1,4% 1,1% 410.999 21,8% 17,2% 4 24,4% 18,4%
SMEs 306.434 99,8% 99,8% 1.425.779 75,7% 67,4% 11 61,9% 58,1%
Large 681 0,2% 0,2% 456.581 24,3% 32,6% 7 38,1% 41,9%
Total 307.115 100,0% 100,0% 1.882.360 100,0% 100,0% 18 100,0% 100,0%

Estimates for 2011, based on 2005-2009 figures from the Structural Business Statistics Database (Eurostat). The estimates have been 
produced by Cambridge Econometrics.The data cover the 'business economy' which includes industry, construction, trade, and services 
(NACE Rev. 2 Sections B to J, L, M and N). The data does not cover the enterprises in agriculture, forestry, fishing or the largely non-
market services such as education and health. The advantage of using Eurostat data is that the statistics from different countries have 
been harmonised and are comparable across countries. The disadvantage is that for some countries these data may be different from 
data published by national authorities. 

Number of Enterprises Employment Value added
Bulgaria Bulgaria Bulgaria

 
Bulgaria's SME sector matches the EU average 
regarding its share of the total number of 
businesses. But it accounts for more jobs (75.7 % of 
the total (EU average: 67.5 %) and value added -- 
61.9 % (EU: 58.4 %). Within the SME sector, there 
are fewer micro-enterprises than in the EU overall, 
and they create less value added than their EU 
peers. But they have a similar contribution to 
employment, as they tend to be larger in size, a trait 
common to the SME sector in general. 
In Bulgaria, SMEs are much more likely to be active 
in trade than in the EU as a whole, with a 46 % share 
of the total (EU average: 30 %). However, only 33 % 
of jobs and 27 % of value added can be attributed to 
trade, suggesting that this sector is characterised by 

small-scale and relatively unproductive companies. 
Industry and construction SMEs account for a 
relatively greater share of employment and value 
added.  
Bulgarian SMEs are less specialised in high tech 
industries and knowledge-intensive services than 
their EU peers. They account for 1 % and 17 % of 
the total number of enterprises respectively, against 
an EU average of 2 % and 28 %.  
In terms of recent (2005-2012) developments, 
Bulgarian SMEs show a consistent picture as 
regards their total number, employment and value 
added, the three indicators examined here. Until the 
onset of the crisis in 2008, they experienced strong 
growth, and, in the case of value added, really 

In a nutshell 
 Bulgarian SMEs tend to be larger across all size classes than their EU peers 
 The sector they are most likely to be active in is trade, rather than services, as in the EU as a whole 
 The Bulgarian SME sector has stabilised after the crisis with noticeably more businesses, jobs and 

value added than the EU as a whole compared with the base year 2005 
 Important policy measures have been introduced, but Bulgaria still lags behind in five SBA areas 

About the SBA Fact Sheets1 
The Small Business Act for Europe (SBA) is the EU’s flagship policy initiative to support small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs). The aim of the annually updated Fact Sheets is to improve understanding of 
recent trends and national policies affecting SMEs. Since 2011, each EU Member State has appointed a 
high-ranking government official as its national SME envoy. SME envoys spearhead the implementation of 
the SBA agenda in their country.  

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/small-business-act/
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remarkable growth, then a decline that turned 
to stagnation from 2010 onwards2. Only value 
added shows signs of recovering and growing 
again. The same is not the case for the number 
of businesses and employment levels. 
However, the latter have stabilised at much 
higher levels in Bulgaria than in the EU as a 
whole. Importantly, over the years 2005-2012, 
estimates show that SMEs consistently 
outperform large companies across all three 
indicators. 
 

SME trends in Bulgaria3 
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http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_SDDS/Annexes/htec_esms_an3.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/facts-figures-analysis/performance-review/index_en.htm
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2. Bulgaria’s SBA profile 
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Overall, the data shows a profile that leaves room 
for improvement, despite a good performance in the 
areas of 'Access to finance' and 'State aid and public 

procurement'. Scores for five other areas, 'Second 
chance', 'Environment', 'Internationalisation', 
'Entrepreneurship' and 'Skills and innovation' are 
clearly below the EU average, casting a shadow 
over the overall performance. For 'Responsive 
administration', the result is in line with the EU 
average.  
There are encouraging signs of improvement for 
'Responsive administration', 'Skills and innovation' 
and 'Second chance', while the trend appears to be 
negative for 'Internationalisation' and 'Single market'. 
From a policy4 point of view, while the government 
has not yet adopted a national strategy to implement 
the Small Business Act, significant measures have 
been taken, especially in the areas of 'Responsive 
administration', 'Single market' and 'Think small first'. 

Bulgaria’s SBA performance: Status quo and development over 2007-20125 
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Legend:
1. Entrepreneurship
2. Second chance
3. Think small first
4. Responsive 
administration
5. State aid & public 
procurement
6. Access to finance
7. Single market
8. Skills and innovation
9. Environment
10. Internationalization

Note: Due to a lack of data, it is not 
possible to calculate the 
performance for Area 3. Similarly, 
no progress rate could be 
calculated for Area 9 - 
Environment.  In the graph to the 
left, the progress rate was set to 
0% by default, for all countries.

 
 
 



SBA Fact Sheet 2012 – Bulgaria 

 

 
4 

I. Entrepreneurship 

-2,0 -1,5 -1,0 -0,5 0,0 0,5 1,0 1,5 2,0

Share of adults who agree that school education helped them develop an
entrepreneurial attitude (%); 2009; Bulgaria: 47; EU-avg: 49

Feasibility of becoming self-employed (% of adults who think it is feasible to
become self-employed); 2009; Bulgaria: 21; EU-avg: 28

Preference for self-employment (% of adults who would prefer to be self-
employed); 2009; Bulgaria: 50; EU-avg: 45

Opportunity-driven entrepreneurship (% of entrepreneurs); 2009; Bulgaria: 38;
EU-avg: 55

Entrepreneurship rate (% of adults who have started a business or are taking the
steps to start one); 2009; Bulgaria: 10; EU-avg: 12

Self employment rate (% of total employment); 2010; Bulgaria: 11; EU-avg: 14

Note: Data bars pointing right show stronger than EU-average performance and data bars pointing left show weaker performance.

Distance from the EU-average 
(measured in standard deviations, EU-average=0)

 
Bulgaria is behind the EU average for 
'Entrepreneurship', with one exception: exactly half 
of all Bulgarians state a preference for being self-
employed, against an EU average of 45 %. However, 
only 38 % of Bulgarian entrepreneurs say they went 
into business to exploit an opportunity, suggesting 
that a lack of alternatives is the reason behind their 
choice. Furthermore, only 21 % of adults (EU 
average: 28 %) think it is possible for them to 
become self-employed, which might help to explain 
why the self-employment rate is also lower than the 
EU average. The remaining indicators do not vary 
significantly from the mean. 
On the policy front, the Strategy for Creative 
Industries was adopted in 2011. It contains 
measures which support the promotion of 
entrepreneurship in 23 Bulgarian art and crafts 

schools. Young artists and artisans will receive 
training in entrepreneurial skills and management, 
so that they will be able to start their own business. 
Furthermore, a ‘Training Firms Network’ has been 
developed by the Bulgarian Centre for Training 
Firms within the Ministry of Education and Science. 
To date, 312 students’ firms from 43 cities in 
Bulgaria have become members of the Network. 
The training firms are managed by students, and 
they are registered, structured internally, pay taxes 
and operate like a real company. They also make 
deals with other training firms from both Bulgaria 
and the World Training Firms Net EUROPEN/ 
PENINTERNATIONAL.
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II. Second chance 

Bulgaria scores below average in this area. Closing 
a business there takes more than three years (EU 
average: two years). The cost of closing and the 
degree of support for a second chance are in line 
with the EU average. Policy-wise, the issue of 

simplification and speeding up insolvency 
procedures has been debated and investigated by 
the government, but as of the beginning of 2012, no 
decisions had been made. 
 

III. Think small first 

The only available indicator on the burden of 
government regulations suggests that Bulgaria 
performs in line with its EU peers; however, the 
limited data does not allow any general conclusions.  
From a policy point of view, an important decision 
has been taken: from now on, an impact 

assessment of all legislation with significant 
influence over the business environment will be 
carried out. The plan is to fund the impact 
assessment of new or amended pieces of legislation 
through the Operational Programme Administrative 
Capacity. 



SBA Fact Sheet 2012 – Bulgaria 

 

 
6 

 IV. Responsive administration 

Bulgaria performs within the EU average as regards 
'Responsive administration'. However, it would have 
done far better if it were not for one particular 
indicator: it takes Bulgarian companies one and an 
half times longer to pay taxes than on average in the 
EU. The other indicators paint a far more positive 
picture, with the exception of the time to start a 
business6 and the availability of on-line public 

services, for which the scores are slightly below 
average. Bulgaria is the least expensive place in the 
EU to start a business. The minimum capital 
required is very low, and it is quicker and relatively 
cheap to transfer property. 
An important policy measure was taken in 2011 and 
is described in detail in section 3, as best practice. 

V. State aid and Public procurement 

http://www.doingbusiness.org/
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/business-environment/start-up-procedures/index_en.htm


SBA Fact Sheet 2012 – Bulgaria 

 

 
7 

Bulgaria’s overall score is ahead of the EU average 
in this area. However, its performance is uneven 
across different indicators. Bulgaria scores highly in 
awarding public contracts to SMEs. In all, 78 % of 
the total goes to them, while in the EU overall, the 
percentage rate is exactly half that. Bulgaria is also 
above average in allocating EU agricultural funds for 
business creation and development, while it lags 

behind in the allocation of regional funds to 
entrepreneurship and SMEs, and also in the 
availability of e-procurement. Finally, the share of 
state aid earmarked for SMEs almost exactly 
matches the EU average. 
No major policy measure were recorded in 2011 or 
in the first quarter of 2012 in this area. 

VI. Access to finance 

Bulgaria beats the EU average for Access to 
finance. However, Bulgarian stakeholders such as 
business associations still say access to finance is 
one of their main concerns. This apparent 
contradiction can be explained by the fact that some 
of the indicators here measure not the situation, but 
rather the change since last year. Going into detail, 
Bulgaria commands a good credit information 
system and only 13 % of respondents said banks 
were less willing than before to provide a loan in 
2011, against 27 % in the EU as a whole. All other 
indicators (measuring the percentage of loan 
applications rejected, access to public financial 
support and the interest rate difference between 
small and larger loans) can be considered average 

or slightly better, with the exception of the share of 
working capital investment. Therefore, it can 
generally be said that Bulgarian SMEs enjoy a good 
climate with regard to access to finance, a very 
important factor in the current economic 
circumstances in Europe. 
On the policy front, in 2011, the European 
Investment Fund (EIF) selected financial 
intermediaries for the Venture Capital Fund, the 
Growth Capital Fund, the Mezzanine Fund and the 
First Loss Portfolio Guarantee Financial Instrument. 
Following agreement with the EIF, the financial 
intermediaries will offer financing on preferential 
terms to over 3 400 SMEs across Bulgaria. The total 
amount available is €400 million. Both start-ups and 
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existing enterprises that plan to expand their 
businesses will be eligible. 

 

 VII. Single market 

The aggregate result for this area puts Bulgaria 
within the EU average, but single indicators present 
a polarised picture. On the one hand, Bulgaria 
performs well in terms of transposition of EU 
legislation, with no directive overdue for longer than 
two years. Only one Single market directive has not 
yet been transposed. The time taken to transpose is 
below average.  
On the other hand, the figures for intra-EU trade are 
below average, as 6 % of Bulgarian SMEs import 
from within the EU and 3 % export to it, against 17 % 
and 7 % for the EU overall.  
In 2011, there has been policy action on 
standardisation, to help Bulgarian SMEs to comply 
with European standards, make them more 
competitive, better able to stand in the EU and 
international market and to export to them.  

The Bulgarian Standardisation Institute (BSI) started 
implementing a project financed by the Operational 
Programme ‘Development of the Competitiveness of 
the Bulgarian Economy’ and is promoting this with 
information campaigns.  
The campaigns cover the whole country and are 
divided into theoretical seminars, specialised 
seminars for selected standards and round tables. In 
specialised seminars, the institute offers participants 
the opportunity to buy standards at a discounted 
price. For example, discounted standards were 
offered in seminars on light and lighting, safety rules 
for the construction and installation of lifts, safety of 
machinery, and quality management systems.
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VIII. Skills and innovation 

 
Bulgaria is clearly behind the EU average for Skills 
and innovation. Only one indicator, Sales of new-to-
market or new-to-firm innovations, is in line with the 
EU average. All others are below par. On workforce 
training, only 29 % of Bulgarian enterprises provide 
it, and just 3 % of employees participate. The picture 
is also negative for the single-digit percentage of 
SMEs buying or selling online, and for SMEs 
introducing innovations, collaborating with other 
innovative SMEs, and participating in EU-funded 
research.  
However, there are encouraging signs the situation 
is improving.  
Policy-wise, several grant schemes were launched 
in 2011 under the operational programme 

‘Development of the Competitiveness of the 
Bulgarian Economy’. They support the introduction 
of innovative products, services or processes and 
the development of a national pro-innovation 
structure.  
Two grant schemes are already active. One targets 
the development of innovations by start-up 
companies, the other aims to strengthen existing 
technology centres and to develop new ones. 
Putting together applications under these grant 
schemes is complex, so the schemes are open-
ended and several sessions are planned to assess 
submissions.  
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IX. Environment 

Bulgaria does not score well in comparison with the 
EU as a whole. This is clearly an area with room for 
improvement. Innovations with environmental 
benefits score only a quarter of the EU average. 
Only 2 % of Bulgaria's SMEs have benefited from 
public support to increase their resource efficiency, 
and 85 % of them have taken measures to increase 
it (EU average: 93 %). Still below par, but less 
dramatically so, is the share of SMEs that offer 
green products or services. The percentage of 
SMEs that see most of their turnover generated by 

green products and that have benefited from public 
support to produce them is within the EU average.  
On the policy front, the Managing Authority of the 
EU-financed Operational Programme ‘Development 
of the Competitiveness of the Bulgarian Economy’, 
has launched a grant scheme to support SMEs 
purchasing new equipment.  According to the 
scheme guidelines, SMEs which introduce EMAS 
(Eco-Management and Audit Scheme) and ISO 
14000 standards receive the highest level of 
support. 
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X. Internationalisation 

Bulgaria’s overall results are below the EU average, 
but single indicators show a more nuanced picture. 
The percentage of Bulgarian SMEs exporting 
outside the EU is below average, but not 
dramatically so, while those importing from outside 
the EU is in line with the average. The number of 
documents required for extra-EU trade is close to 
the average. The real reason for Bulgaria's 
lacklustre performance is the high cost and the 

amount of time required to trade outside the EU: 
1670 US dollars and 17 days to import (EU average: 
1101 US dollars and 11 days) and 2012 US dollars 
and 21 days to export (EU average: 1032 US dollars 
and 11 days). There is clearly ample scope for 
regulatory improvement.  
In 2011, no important policy action was reported in 
this area. 



SBA Fact Sheet 2012 – Bulgaria 

 

 
12 

3. Good practice 

To show what the government is doing to promote SMEs, we include an example of good 
practice. 

In 2011, tacit approval became the rule for all registration regimes. This rule represents a sweeping 
change for many cases where registration is needed: it will eliminate the risk of delays and long waiting 
times which can hamper an activity, and even discourage a business from undertaking it. If on the 
stipulated deadline there is no answer by the relevant authority, the registration is considered as 
accepted; furthermore, only in specific cases, for example construction activities, the responsible 
institutions can set an administrative deadline for the registration. This rule will reduce the regulatory 
burden and shorten the time necessary for the start of business initiatives, thereby allowing for faster 
business set-up and development. 

 

About the SBA Fact Sheets 
The Small Business Act (SBA) Fact Sheets are produced by DG ENTR as part of the SME Performance 
Review, which is its main vehicle providing an economic analysis of SME issues. They combine the latest 
available statistical and policy information for the 27 EU Member States and another ten non-member 
countries. They also feed in to the EU’s Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme (CIP). The 
Fact Sheets — produced annually — help to marshal the available information to facilitate SME policy 
assessments and monitor SBA implementation. For example, the Fact Sheets cite only those policy 
measures deemed relevant by local SME policy experts. They do not, and cannot, reflect all measures taken 
by the government over the reference period. More policy information can be found on a database 
accessible from the SPR website. Please also see the end notes overleaf. 

 

For more information 
SME Performance Review: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/facts-figures-analysis/performance-review/index_en.htm   
Small Business Act: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/small-business-act/index_en.htm   
The European Small Business Portal: 
http://ec.europa.eu/small-business/index_en.htm   
Entr-SPR@ec.europa.eu    

http://www.ec.europa.eu/cip
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/facts-figures-analysis/performance-review/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/small-business-act/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/small-business/index_en.htm
mailto:Entr-SPR@ec.europa.eu
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1 The SBA Fact Sheets 2012 benefited substantially from input by the European Commission’s Joint 
Research Centre (JRC) in Ispra, Italy. The JRC made major improvements to the methodological approach, 
statistical work on the dataset and the visual presentation of the data. 
2 The indicators measuring the number and contribution to employment and value added of the high-
technology SMEs in the manufacturing industries and knowledge intensive SMEs in the service sectors 
were calculated following the Eurostat definition on ‘High-technology’ and ‘knowledge based services’ 
aggregations based on NACE Rev. 2. For more information please see: 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_SDDS/Annexes/htec_esms_an3.pdf 
3 The three graphs below describe the trend over time for the variables. They consist of index values for the 
years since 2005, with the base year 2005 set at a value of 100. As from 2010, the graphs show estimates of 
the development over time, based on 2005-2009 figures from the Structural Business Statistics Database 
(Eurostat). The estimates were produced by Cambridge Econometrics. The data cover the ‘business 
economy’, which includes industry, construction, trade, and services (NACE Rev. 2 Sections B to J, L, M, N). 
The data do not cover enterprises in agriculture, forestry, fishing or largely non-market services, such as 
education and health. A detailed methodology can be consulted at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/facts-figures-analysis/performance-review/index_en.htm.   
4 The policy measures presented in this SBA Fact Sheet may only be a selection of the measures taken by 
the Government in 2011 and the first three months of 2012. The selection was made by the SME policy 
country expert contracted by Ecorys (DG ENTR´s lead contractor for the 2012 Fact Sheets). The experts 
were asked only to select those measures that, in their view, were the most important, i.e. were expected to 
have the highest impact in the specific SBA area. The complete range of measures that the experts compiled 
in the framework of producing this years´ Fact Sheets will be published in the form of a policy database on 
the DG ENTR website alongside the Fact Sheets.  
5 The quadrant chart combines two sets of information: firstly it shows the status quo performance based on 
data for the latest available years. This information is plotted along the X-axis measured in standard 
deviations of the simple, non-weighted arithmetical average for EU-27. The vertical corridor marked by the 
dotted lines defines the EU average. Secondly, it reveals progress over time, i.e. the average annual growth 
rates for the period 2007-2012. The growth rates are those of the individual indicators which make up the 
SBA area averages. Hence, the location of a particular SBA area average in any of the 4 quadrants, 
provides not only status quo information about where the country is located in this SBA area relative to the 
rest of the EU at a given point in time, but also to the extent of progress made in the period 2007-2012. 
6 The start-up indicators are based on World Bank data. For methodological details, please consult the Doing 
Business 2012 report at http://www.doingbusiness.org/. It should be noted that these findings differ from 
corresponding figures obtained directly from Member States. Under a self-reporting exercise it evidently took 
3-7 days and a cost of 56 euro to start a business in Bulgaria in 2011. For more details please see: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/business-environment/start-up-procedures/index_en.htm. 
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