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The Schöpflin Stiftung

“As an entrepreneur myself I am in no way against free
trade. I support the aims of the negotiations to remove
tariffs and get rid of expensive bureaucratic structures.
But at the same time I believe that a differentiated
approach is vital if we are to avoid a situation in which,
all in the name of free trade, we place fundamental
principles in jeopardy.”
H A N S S C H Ö P FL IN , benefactor & entrepreneur, lived and worked in the USA for more than 40 years

The Schöpflin Stiftung was founded in 2001 in the southern
German town of Lörrach by Hans Schöpflin and his siblings,
Albert Schöpflin and Heidi Junghanss. The Schöpflin Stiftung
is an independent and charitable foundation, active in the
areas of education, health and civil society. Its funding arm
supports people who advocate social change, democracy
and a fairer and more sustainable world. The Foundation is
currently supporting projects within the framework of its
three programme areas: Refugees and Integration; Investigative Journalism; and a Fair and Sustainable Economy.
A fair and sustainable economy: this is supposedly the premise under which the negotiations between the European
Union and the USA on the free-trade deal, known as the
Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), are
being carried out. In principle the Foundation is in favour
of free trade, provided it is carried out on fair terms. But the
latest information that has come to light has given yet
further cause for alarm: it suggests that the regulations that
could emerge from TTIP will primarily benefit large multi
nationals and not small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs), the environment or the consumer. Similarly, the lack
of transparency in the negotiations is hardly in the spirit of
the common, sustainable development of the economy and
society.
According to the EU Commission, TTIP will be of particular
benefit to small and medium-sized enterprises. The Schöpflin
Stiftung is in favour of a detailed, scientifically valid review
of the opportunities and the risks that TTIP might mean for
SMEs in Germany and across Europe. This study is intended to make a contribution to the debate on which steps are
necessary – from the point of view of SMEs – to devise
an agreement that benefits equally the entire economy and
society as a whole.
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Summary
The 800 small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) surveyed
are predominantly sceptical towards the free-trade deals
currently being negotiated. Only a minority of those surveyed
expect the benefits on their own companies to include potentially simpler exploitation of new markets or greater access
to intermediate goods. At the same time more than half of
those surveyed anticipate a marked increase in competition.
Those surveyed were particularly keen for new free-trade
deals to include protection provisions on data, intellectual
property, regional designation and industrial espionage as well
as simpler access to information about trading requirements
on foreign markets and simpler visa requirements.
The majority of those surveyed expect the effects of TTIP to
be negative – both on the German economy and on German
small and medium-sized enterprises. They believe that, in
the main, it will be large corporates that benefit from the deal.
Those companies with a strong export focus showed a
particular interest in a TTIP deal that includes the removal or
reduction of tariffs. A clear majority of SMEs are also calling
for non-discriminatory access to courts in whichever foreign
market they are operating; they do not support the introduction of a special arbitration system for foreign companies.
Our sector-specific analysis and face-to-face interviews also
reveal specific issues of concern in the various branches of
industry. Thus, for example, engineering companies, which
have a strong export focus, tend to be more receptive to
free-trade deals like TTIP than other sectors – and yet here
too, scepticism prevails. Companies from the electronics
sector express greater doubt about whether or not TTIP can
lead to the harmonisation of standards and norms.
The survey sends a clear signal to national policy-makers and
trade associations. The majority of those surveyed complain
about a lack of information on TTIP and call for better and
more comprehensive information on the subject.
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I. Background
TTIP could have far-reaching
effects

Survey ascertains SMEs’ level
of satisfaction with current
free-trade policy

In mid 2013 negotiations began between the European Union
and the United States on a transatlantic investment and
free-trade deal. The deal – known as the Transatlantic Trade
and Investment Partnership (TTIP) – between the world’s
two largest economic blocs goes far beyond the simple removal of tariff trade barriers. In fact, the main thrust seems
to be the removal of non-tariff barriers and the easing of
cross-border investment. Given the extensive nature of the
agreement, it is expected to have far-reaching effects on
the economies of the countries involved – and thus on the
economic environment in which SMEs operate.
In order to ascertain the views of Germany’s SMEs on the
current free-trade policy and on the negotiations on a possible TTIP agreement, the BVMW (German Association for
Small and Medium-Sized Businesses) in cooperation with
the Schöpflin Stiftung commissioned a survey of its members. They were asked for their views on various aspects
of and issues relating to foreign trade and on free-trade and
investment agreements like TTIP that are currently being
negotiated.
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II. Size of Participating Companies and their Level
of Foreign Trade
FIGURE 1
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A total of 800 small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
took part in the survey. 46% of the participating companies
have up to 10 employees. A third of participating companies employ between 10 and 49 staff; a fifth of those
surveyed employ 50 or more staff. Thus, compared to the
overall structure of Germany’s SMEs, an above-average
number of large SMEs took part in the survey. According to
surveys carried out by the KfW Group, 91% of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Germany have up to
10 employees. Similarly, when measured by annual turnover,
the participating companies are noticeably above the
macroeconomic average. In total 29% of those companies
questioned were from the manufacturing industries (this
sector represents 7% of the total number of SMEs); and 63%
from the service sector (this sector represents 75% of the
total number of SMEs).
Almost half of those companies surveyed export part of the
goods and services they produce. For the manufacturing
companies surveyed, the figure is as high as 80%. On
average, when taking into account all small and medium-sized
enterprises in Germany, these values are considerably
lower (7% and 20% respectively). The preferred export
destinations are European partner countries: 83% of those
companies surveyed said the European internal market
was important or quite important (see Figure 1). The next
most popular export destinations – but at some distance
behind – are: eastern Europe (37%); north America (35%);
and Asia (29%). Furthermore, more than one sixth of those
companies surveyed have already made direct investments
abroad. Here too the main focus of these investments is
European countries that are geographically close.
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III. Anticipated Effects of Free-Trade Deals Currently
Being Negotiated
FIGURE 2
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The United States is not the only country with which a free-
trade deal is currently being negotiated. An agreement has
already been negotiated between the European Union and
Canada (CETA). Negotiations are also currently underway
with Japan. So what effects do small businesses expect
from these and future agreements? The companies that
participated in this survey were predominantly sceptical:
only 18% believe that the conclusion of new free-trade
deals will make it easier to develop new markets; and only
15% think the deals will result in the improved purchase
of intermediate goods. 12% anticipate greater security for
their foreign direct investment (see Figure 2). Meanwhile
companies with a high level of exports have a much more
positive view of the possible effects of free-trade deals.
Nevertheless, here too the percentage of companies that
expect potential future free-trade deals to lead to easier
access to foreign markets for their business is below 50%.
At the same time more than half of those companies surveyed anticipate that the conclusion of any new free-trade
deals will lead to a noticeable increase in competition.
28% even believe that such new competition could potentially threaten their very survival.
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not apply

SME
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I anticipate my company would
have problems withstanding
the increased competition
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IV. Drafting the Framework Conditions for Foreign
Trade
As part of this survey participants were also given the chance
to evaluate the degree of importance – for their particular
companies – of some additional, specific issues in the
drafting of the framework conditions for foreign trade. The
participants expressed considerable interest in protection
provisions in various areas. Nearly 80% of those surveyed
evaluated the protection of their own data or that of their
clients as ‘important’ or ‘quite important’. Also rated highly
were the protection of intellectual property (71%); protection against industrial espionage (69%); and the protection
of regional designations (61%) (see Figure 3).

Survey participants call for
protections …

“One could for example imagine a sort of database with
details on regulations and access restrictions.
Companies that want to export to the USA could obtain
information for themselves via such a platform.”
D R . J Ö R G H E Y E R , Partner – Seitz: Lawyers, Tax Consultants

FIGURE 3

Degree of Importance, to those Companies Surveyed, of Specific
Issues in Relation to Foreign Trade.
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... and information on requirements in foreign markets

Export oriented SMEs want
simpler visa requirements

In the area of export promotion, the companies surveyed
were particularly keen on access to information about require
ments in foreign markets. 51% said this issue was either
important or quite important for them. Only a third of the survey participants gave a similar rating to export finance
measures – access to credit, venture capital or insurance
and guarantees. Around 30% of those surveyed described
access to public procurement contracts on foreign markets
as important or quite important.

V. Anticipated Effects of TTIP
Most of the companies
surveyed are sceptical
about TTIP

Simplified visa requirements, both for short-term stays and
long-term stays, are of particular interest to those companies which – because of their high export volumes or their
foreign investments – are closely involved in cross-border
value chains. A similar level of interest also applied in relation
to evaluating the effects of currency fluctuations on a
company’s business.

The majority of those companies surveyed anticipate that the
implementation of any potential TTIP deal will, overall, have
negative effects on the German economy (55%) and German
SMEs (62%). They believe that any potential advantages
of TTIP will primarily favour large companies (58%). A large
number of companies however believe any deal would have
no effect on their sector (35%) or on their own business
(43%); but a large number of those surveyed are also antici
pating negative effects on their sector (40%) or on their
own business (34%).
FIGURE 4

What effects in general do you anticipate in the event of a TTIP deal
being concluded between the EU and the USA?

8%
19%

10%
5%

8%

16%

24%

12%

37%

38%
43%

9%

5%
22%

24%
14%

4%
On the German
economy

On Germany’s large
corporations

11%

don’t know

13%

very negative

27%

quite negative

4%
On German’s SMEs

10%
11%
24%

no effect
quite positive

35%

43%

very positive

11%
On your own sector

14

15

10%
On your own business

One fifth of those companies
surveyed said they would
benefit from the removal of
tariffs

“Tariffs go hand in hand with complicated delivery and
documentation regulations – which for SMEs means
high staff costs. Simplifying things in this area would
be very helpful.“
M A G D A L E N A M Ü N S T E R M A N N , Member of the Board of Management, Bernd Münstermann GmbH & Co.KG

A total of 20% of those companies surveyed expressed an
interest in the removal or reduction of tariffs being part
of the scope of TTIP. Of those companies surveyed, only
those with high export volumes – in other words those
that export more than a quarter of their goods or services –
believed they would benefit from such a provision. There
was somewhat more support (33%) for the harmonisation
of technical regulations, standards and norms. More than
50% of those surveyed said they believed they would not
benefit from any such harmonisation. Two thirds of the
companies would prefer harmonisation of this type to be
done within a multilateral framework rather than on a bilateral basis (see Figure 5).
FIGURE 5

Harmonisation of Technical Regulations, Standards and Norms.
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norms should not be set bilaterally
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The mood is very clear when it comes to matters pertaining
to the law. Only 17% of the companies surveyed viewed
the issue of the ISDS (Investor-State Dispute Settlement)
mechanism (which at the time of this survey being carried
out was hotly contested) as an important legal instrument
for the implementation of damages claims in foreign markets.
More than a third of the surveyed SMEs however fear that
a mechanism of this type could put them at a disadvantage
compared to their foreign competitors. Similarly, the
alternative suggestion – currently being openly discussed –
involving the setting up of a bilateral investment tribunal
was criticised by the majority of those companies that were
specifically asked about this issue – or it was at least
viewed as unnecessary. Some individual companies believe
however that the system could provide greater protection
for their foreign investments. There was broad support
(two thirds) for calls to guarantee European and US companies
operating in each other’s territories non-discriminatory
access to courts in each other’s territories.

Investor-state arbitration
courts rejected

“The USA is the country with the greatest legal risk,
given the high level of damages claims. So our company
would benefit from the ISDS mechanism if it led to an
increase in legal security and lower insurance premiums
for product liability insurance.“
J E N S H I L P E R T, Managing Director, Flexim GmbH

“I do not like the idea of private arbitration courts. In my
opinion they would play right into the hands of cashrich companies and would tend to back their interests.
There would be a growing risk that policy would be

Companies surveyed criticise

forced to succumb to economic pressures while other

the information available

A great many companies criticise what they perceive to be a
lack of information about the potential TTIP deal. They want
better and more comprehensive information on the issue
from their politicians (76%) and from their trade associations
(62%) (see Figure 6).

social concerns would be left by the wayside.“
S T E FA N H E I N E C K E , Geschäftsführer GAAC Commerz GmbH

“In principle I take a positive view of the TTIP agreement.
But a lack of information means that it is not completely
clear to what extent it will actually take account of
SMEs’ interests.“
D R . T O R S T E N B E C K E R , Managing Director, BOGEN Electronic GmbH

76
National
Politics

23%

%

FIGURE 6

From which body would the companies surveyed like more
information?

47 43
Media

Scientific Bodies

%

21%

European
Institutions

Consumer advice centres

18

19

%

62

%

Trade
Associations

16%

Non-governmental organisations

VI. Focusing On Specific Sectors
Export-oriented engineering
companies are most positive
towards free-trade agree-

”Protection against industrial espionage, data protection
and legal certainty, particularly with regard to cross-

ments, but here too a sense
of scepticism prevails

border know-how transfer, are key issues for engineering
companies.“
M A G D A L E N A M Ü N S T E R M A N N , Member of the Management Board, Bernd Münstermann
GmbH & Co.KG

“Harmonising technical regulations, standards and norms
would represent a huge business potential. But I think

Electronics sector consider-

it’s fanciful to believe that this will be possible within the

ably more sceptical than the

framework of TTIP. The electronics industry has been

engineering sector

making efforts of this kind, on an international basis, for
many years – via the IEC and the ISO. And yet it is often
precisely the USA that is out of synch when it comes to
actually implementing the process.“
J E N S H I L P E R T, Managing Director, Flexim GmbH
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A sector-by-sector analysis of the online survey and face-to-
face interviews with the companies in the survey also
reveal sector-specific issues of concern about free-trade
agreements – and TTIP in particular – in key industries of
the German economy. Engineering companies, for example,
have a higher than average focus on export activity and are
more open to free-trade deals – and to TTIP – than almost
every other sector of industry; and yet here too there is a
predominant sense of scepticism. This sector is particularly
strongly in favour of calls for high standards of protection,
namely against industrial espionage and of data. And a majo
rity of companies in this sector are in favour of the harmonisation of technical standards and norms; they would prefer
a multilateral deal, but would also accept such arrangements
within the scope of TTIP. And yet these companies are also
doubtful as to whether or not such harmonisation could
actually be achieved. Despite the above-average openness
to TTIP, a majority of companies in this sector oppose the
potential setting up of an investor-state dispute settlement
mechanism (ISDS), describing it as unnecessary.
Companies from the sector involved in the manufacture of
computer equipment, electronics and optics are also
highly export oriented. Nevertheless, here scepticism
towards free-trade deals and TTIP is stronger than in the
engineering sector. Here, for example, there is more doubt
about whether or not it would be possible to harmonise
standards and norms within the framework of a TTIP deal.
Investor-state dispute courts are also emphatically rejected
by the majority of respondents. And yet in the face-to-face
interviews it was more often the case that respondents did
not see investor-state dispute courts as a key problem.
Companies told us that, for them, the greatest legal risk of
doing business in the United States was the punitive damages and the associated risk of potentially high pay-outs.

21

Trade and transport sector say
they would scarcely benefit
from new free-trade agreements

“For my company, tariffs represent a financial and
bureaucratic burden and are therefore a competitive
disadvantage when it comes to exports. I would
welcome the removal of tariffs within the framework
of TTIP. It could also mean that preliminary work

Building sector focuses largely

could be procured more quickly and at a lower price.”

on the home market

M AT T H I A S G A B L E R , Managing Director, Stahlbau Brehna GmbH

As far as free-trade agreements are concerned – and in
general terms, too – large corporates have considerably
greater personnel resources than SMEs to go through
and implement legal requirements and data protection
regulations. As SMEs, we simply have far less man
power – and we are often the last to find out about new
laws.”

Providers of professional,
technical and scientific
services are also sceptical

R I C H A R D P O H L , M a n a g i n g D i r e c t o r, RFC Radio-, Fernseh- und Computertechnik GmbH
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The service sector with the greatest focus on export is the
trade and transport sector. And yet the trade and transport companies view the new free-trade agreements and
TTIP no more positively than the average company surveyed. One of the comments made was that a free-trade
agreement with Asia’s dynamic economies was more likely
to bring positive effects than a transatlantic free-trade deal.
When it came to the possible harmonisation of standards
and norms the fear was frequently expressed that harmonisation could lead to a fall in standards.
The building sector is strongly oriented towards the national
or even regional market. Only a small minority of those
companies surveyed believe free-trade deals would be of
any benefit to them. On the other hand, these companies
anticipate a possible increase in competition. The comment
was made – primarily in the face-to-face interviews – that
competitive pressure is already very intense. Respondents
commented that competition from the Eastern European
Union member states had, in recent years, seriously increased the pressure on costs. Almost none of the companies
surveyed could see any benefits from TTIP. Even the
potential opening up of the public procurement procedures
that TTIP could bring was not deemed to be of interest:
most respondents said that the US market was simply too
far away. The majority of companies in this sector do not
believe TTIP will have any impact on them.
Companies in the professional, technical and scientific
services sector operate in very different areas of activity.
What they have in common is that very little of their work is
carried out abroad. With regard to the conclusion of new
free-trade agreements or of TTIP, this sector’s views corres
pond broadly to the average views expressed by all of those
SMEs questioned as part of this survey.
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