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Small and medium-sized companies (SMEs) represent 99% of all businesses in the EU

and are one of the main drivers for EU competitiveness and innovation. In the bio-

based industries, one million new jobs could be created by 2030 due to the fast-

growing startup ecosystem in the biotechnology sector.[1] 

On November 19, 2024, EuropaBio's SME Platform hosted a roundtable discussion to

explore SME’s role in shaping Europe's regional and national bioeconomy[2],

particularly in the agri-food sector. This session was part of EFIB – the European Forum

for Industrial Biotechnology and the Bioeconomy[3]. The meeting was supported and

co-hosted by the Grand Est Representation to the EU. 

The discussion was held as a roundtable, with 20 participants from the European

Commission, Permanent Representations to the European Union, Council of Regions,

EuropaBio secretariat, national associations and SMEs.

This executive report summarises their insights, with additional input from EuropaBio

SME members. It highlights the challenges and contributions of SMEs to the

bioeconomy, examines the policy landscape at national and regional levels, and offers

reflections for future EU policymaking.
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I. Europe's bioeconomy and agri-food landscape - EuropaBio EFIB
SME roundtable discussion

The European bioeconomy policy landscape is diverse in its focus, practice, and

implementation, with many regions and countries lacking a dedicated strategy[4]. In

areas with more favourable regulatory environments and positive consumer attitudes

toward biotechnology, such as Northern and Western European countries, the focus

tends to be on high-value, innovation-driven products such as bio-based chemicals and

materials (including bioplastics) and food/feed fermentation products (such as

enzymes).

Footnotes:

[1] European Commission: Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, A sustainable bioeconomy

for Europe – Strengthening the connection between economy, society and the environment – Updated

bioeconomy strategy, Publications Office, 2018

[2] Bioeconomy refers to the use of renewable biological resources such as crops, forests, animals and

microorganisms to produce food, materials and energy. Biotechnology is a key enabler of the

bioeconomy and can modernise the EU's industrial base, build new value chains, improve agriculture and

food security, and promote greener, more efficient industrial processes, all while protecting biodiversity

and the environment. 

[3] https://www.europabio.org/efib/

[4] European Commission overview of bioeconomy strategies in different European countries, available at

https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/visualisation/bioeconomy-different-countries_en
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In contrast, regions with more restrictive regulations, more scepticism, and a less

matured ecosystem, including in Central and Eastern Europe, struggle due to the

absence of long-term national strategies and biotech-specific funding programs. As a

result, bio-based industries in these areas tend to focus on conventional, lower-value

products (including in the agriculture and liquid biofuels sectors).

Participants discussed several criteria for developing successful regional and national

bioeconomy strategies, including five main recurring themes.

A broad ecosystem: Bioeconomy growth requires the active involvement of a wide

range of stakeholders across the value chain, including biomass producers and

processors, academia, research and technology transfer facilitators, companies,

policymakers, and consumers/civil society.

Communication to consumers, industries, and farmers: Engaging communities and

raising awareness of the bioeconomy's role at the regional level can drive product

demand, increase biomass production, encourage industrial uptake, and stimulate

policy action. It also boosts public-private investment. 

Inter-regional cooperation and scale: Regions must collaborate to pool resources and

scale production and uptake. The "Regional Innovation Valleys for Bioeconomy and Food

Systems"[5] initiative at the EU level is one example of a tool that could further raise

regional profiles and promote joint projects, as successfully demonstrated in the Grand

Est region.

Alignment with traditional industries: Highly industrialised regions may view a strong

bioeconomy and biotechnology uptake as a competitive threat or as a non-relevant

tool to support their transition towards a more sustainable economic model. They need

to be positioned and developed as complementary tools that can support industrial

clean transitions, create new job opportunities, and protect existing livelihoods.

Investment: Funding needs to be more decentralised and accessible. Bioeconomy

policies should include strategic principles to ensure effective resource use. There is a

particular need for funds focused on SMEs' early-stage development and scaling up,

farmer support, and overall community awareness.

Footnotes:

[5] https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-10/ec_rtd_riv-bioeconomy-concept-

note.pdf
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Grand Est Region bioeconomy strategy as a success case-study
 

The Grand Est region[6] in northeastern France is characterized by its agricultural

and forested landscapes. The region has 53% of its land dedicated to agriculture,

and over 110,000 jobs in the agriculture and agrifood sectors.

In 2019, the region launched its first bioeconomy strategy[7], built on four key

pillars: 

Biomass production, supported by a network of 50,000 farms. 

Industrial infrastructure with biorefineries and a diverse mix of small and

large companies. 

R&D and innovation ecosystem anchored by a national bioeconomy cluster,

Bioeconomy For Change, public and private sector research initiatives,

technology transfer and experimental platforms. 

Growing global market demand for biobased products including detergents,

packaging, and animal feed.

The strategy's five priorities and some of their elements focus on: 

local energy with the development of agrofuels and biofuels, 

regional biorefineries, supporting established and encouraging the creation

of new facilities, 

sustainable agriculture through biocontrol, biofertilizers and precision

agriculture, 

biobased material in construction and renovation 

sustainable food, developing biobased ingredients for human and animal

nutrition and biomaterials for food packaging.

An additional critical element of the Grand Est approach is its commitment to

raising awareness about the bioeconomy and its potential for regional

development. Each year, local authorities and partners host over 100 events on

bioeconomy, attracting more than 10,000 participants aiming to make bioeconomy

fun and engaging. At the European level, the region has positioned itself as a

leader in bioeconomy innovation, earning the "Regional Innovation Valley for

Bioeconomy and Food Systems" designation. 
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Footnotes:

[6] https://www.grandest.fr/en/the-bioeconomy/

[7] https://www.bioeconomie-grandest.fr/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/1588-la-strategie-

bioeconomie_8p.pdf

https://www.bioeconomie-grandest.fr/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/1588-la-strategie-bioeconomie_8p.pdf
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II. SME challenges and contribution to agriculture, food security and
sustainable regional growth

Biotechnology innovation plays a critical role in advancing agriculture, improving

food security, and supporting sustainable regional growth. Increasingly so,

biotechnology can help Member States mitigate climate change and manage water

scarcity, soil degradation, and fluctuating agricultural productivity.

Biotechnology can help farmers by supporting plant growth through biostimulants,

and addressing pests and diseases through biocontrol. It can support energy

production through renewable biofuels from agricultural residues, and it can

strengthen the circular bioeconomy through the recycling of residues and byproducts,

transforming them into many day-to-day products such as food, feed and biomaterials.

Given this potential, European and national decision-makers need to support their small

companies in reaching farmers and communities. Some of the SMEs' most highlighted

challenges are related to regulation, financing, and skills and labour shortage.

Regulation

Regulatory uncertainty often undermines smaller companies' ability to secure funding

from external investors. With fewer resources and longer delays from product

development to market approval, many companies are forced to adjust their business

plans and pivot to non-EU markets including the USA, Singapore and Brazil where

product assessments are more streamlined.

Although pre-submission advice exists at the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)
level, it remains focused on the administrative aspects and does not provide the

technical support needed by start-ups. Many companies express a need for more

tailored and simplified guidance on navigating application processes, as requirements

are often still too complex.

For novel food companies, the regulatory landscape is particularly challenging, not

being adapted to these new products. However, there are pilot practices in countries

like the Netherlands which allow small-scale tastings of novel foods prior to a full

regulatory submission. Such opportunities provide a significant competitive advantage

for companies in the Netherlands since they enable developers to assess characteristics

such as texture, taste, and smell while improving public acceptance and demonstrating

product viability to investors. Similar mechanisms are absent in other EU Member States

to date.
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Investment and finance

Funding for SMEs is highly conservative, with a significant gap in early-stage

investment. This issue is prevalent across private and public funding at the EU, national,

and regional levels, with the largest gaps seen in regional support.

There is also a notable lack of public infrastructure to process byproducts and residues,

further constraining growth opportunities for regional bioeconomies.

Skills and Labour shortages

The skills gap and shortage of labour are well-documented challenges for the European

high-tech industry, including the biotechnology sector. This gap is exacerbated in less

industrialized rural regions. 

Companies frequently establish themselves in urban centres, leveraging proximity to

universities and research institutes to recruit new talent while offering a more appealing

culture and lifestyle.

There are, however, examples of companies successfully balancing urban and rural

operations. Research and development activities often remain in urban innovation hubs,

while manufacturing facilities are relocated to rural areas. Financial incentives, such as

tax breaks, have played a key role in enabling this shift.
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In March 2024, the European Commission published its Communication on "Building

the Future with Nature: Boosting Biotechnology and Biomanufacturing in the EU."[8] In

this initiative, the European Commission recognised biotechnology and

biomanufacturing as one of the most promising technological areas of this century able

to help the EU modernise its agriculture, forestry, energy, food and feed sectors and

industry.

The Communication proposes a series of targeted actions to boost biotechnology and

biomanufacturing in the EU, including streamlining regulatory pathways to reduce

fragmentation and shorten innovations' time to market, an EU Biotech Act, and the

revision of the Bioeconomy Strategy. 

In addition to the Biotech Act and revision of the Bioeconomy Strategy currently being

drafted, the European Commission will put forward other proposals to support and

boost European SMEs, including the European Innovation Act and the Start-up and

Scale-up strategy. 

Participants noted the need for action from and collaboration with all players at the

European, national and regional levels.

At the European level, there needs to be guidance for the development of national

bioeconomy strategies, increased investment, projects that facilitate cross-border

collaboration and regional recognition, and the removal of regulatory bottlenecks for

innovators. EFSA needs to be supported with further resources to streamline risk

assessment processes.

National and regional governments need to develop their bioeconomy strategies in

close consultation with companies, farmers, and broader communities. Where possible,

Member States and their national regulatory agencies should support EFSA and

implement projects that facilitate innovation, such as the Netherlands’ novel food pilot

tastings. 

Companies need to communicate better how the bioeconomy can benefit communities

and companies across all sectors. Entrepreneurs need to advocate and propose new

solutions to EU and national policymakers.
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III European landscape and national action

Footnotes:

[8] https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/document/download/47554adc-dffc-411b-8cd6-

b52417514cb3_en
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Flemish landscape - flanders.bio, Flemish companies and key

opinion leader recommendations[9]

Over the past four decades, Flanders has cultivated a thriving agrifood ecosystem,

with robust R&D infrastructure and expertise that have attracted and supported

the creation and growth of biotechnology innovation. In the context of the EC

Biotechnology and Biomanufacturing Initiative and upcoming Biotech Act,

Flanders.bio held an open consultation with its members, Flemish companies, and

expert leaders. Some of their policy and regulatory recommendations at EU level: 

1. New genomic techniques (NGTs) and patent law are distinct and complex

issues that should not be conflated. Include in the NGT legislation a commitment

for the EC to publish additional policy action for microorganisms. Accelerate the

overall revision of the GMO framework beyond plants in line with existing scientific

advances for all sectors.

2. Define Biocontrol products reflecting the range of products available and

ensure regulatory alignment across all Member States. Streamline registration

(approval and authorisation) processes.

3. Adopt a criteria-based approach for microbial plant biostimulants establishing

standardised regulations to enable broader EU market access. 

4. Allow pre-approval tastings of novel foods and adopt best practices from the

Netherlands’ Code of Practice and/or the UK’s Regulatory Innovation Office.

Footnotes:

[9] A detailed position paper will be available at: https://flanders.bio/

List of participants:

Charlotte Klank (Aphea.bio), Geoffroy Dieu (Probiotic Group), Pepijn Vloemans

(Farmless), Tony O'Kane (WHC Lab), Thomas Bautz (Permanent Representation of Grand

Est to the EU), Marie Clotteau (Permanent Representation of Grand Est to the EU),
Gaëtan Clays (Permanent Representation of Grand Est to the EU), Christoph Roth

(Permanent Representation of Sarrland to the EU), Tino Kunert (Permanent

Representation of Sarrland to the EU), Martti Mandel (Permanent Representation of

Estonia to the EU), Barna Kovács (BIOEAST Initiative), Orsolya Frizon Somogyi (European

Commission), Pierpaolo Piras (European Committee of Regions), Kim Hertegonne

(flanders.bio), Claire Skentelbery (EuropaBio), Anne-Gaëlle Collot (EuropaBio), Lucie

McMurtry (EuropaBio), Emma Ziche (EuropaBio), José Peres (EuropaBio).
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