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INTRODUCTION

Dutch small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are one of
The Netherlands’ most important sources of wealth cre-
ation and employment. Nolessthan 99% of privateenter-
prises consist of medium and small-scale businesses.
They provideemployment for 2.3 million people (60% of
the Dutch labor force) and account for 52% of the national
income generated in the private sector (www.mkb.nl/
mkbnederland/english.shtml).

Today, the unused potential for SMEs, from adopting
electronic commerce, is huge, although this varies by
industry, size, and segment of the diverse SMEs. There-
fore, enabling the SM Esto engageinthedigital economy
isoneof thekey prioritiesof the Dutch government. This
line of thinking is promoted through the “ Nederland gaat
digitaal” (“The Netherlands go digital”) program
(www.nederlandgaatdigitaal .nl).

Inthisarticle we present an overview of the approach
taken by the Dutch government regarding the develop-
ment of the information society and the diffusion of
el ectronic commercein small and medium organizations.
Our analysis also includes an assessment of the current
situation of SMEs with respect to the adoption of elec-
tronic commerce and their position with respect to the
governmental policies. Furthermore, we refer to policy
implementation instruments (“iMPact” and “A SPect”
projects) intheareaof electronic marketsand application
service provision.

BACKGROUND: THE PLACE OF
SME IN THE ICT POLICY IN THE
NETHERLANDS

Policies and Governmental Initiatives

“Nederland gaat digitaal” (“ TheNetherlandsgodigital”)
is the central slogan of a broad campaign the Dutch

government started in 2000 with theintentionto modern-
ize and change many aspects of Dutch society. The idea
of this campaign was to proactively stimulate the use of
information and communication technology (ICT) in all
thelayersof the society: by citizens, government, educa-
tion, healthcare, and companies. Fiveministriesarecoor-
dinating and financing programs that fall within their
areas of responsibility:

. TheMinistry of Interior Affairsistaking care of the
diffusion of ICT in the relationship between the
citizen and the state (e.g., city halls are opening
digital offices).

. TheMinistry of Justiceiscoordinating thedevel op-
ment of alegal framework that regul ates the use of
Internet for communication and business.

. The development of a communication infrastruc-
ture is under the supervision of the Ministry of
Transport, Public Works, and Water Management.

. TheMinistry of Education, Culture, and Sciencesis
coordinating thediffusionof ICT inthe educational
system.

. The Ministry of Economic Affairs has devel oped,
together with anumber of organi zations—ECP.NL—
Electronic Commerce Platform Netherlands,
Syntens,? MK B2 Nederland,* and industrial branch
organi zations—itsown SM E campaign “ Nederland
gaat digitaal” (for 2000-2001), aimingto enhancethe
involvement of SMEsin e-commerce. Furthermore,
specific programs were defined to support the in-
dustrial branch organizationsto develop strategies
with respect to ICT, such that these, in their turn,
can inform and advise their members accordingly.

During 2001, the Ministry of Economic Affairs col-
lected information from Syntens, MKB Nederland, and
other sources showing that there exists a great interest
from SMEs for a continuation of the program (see the
NIPO Survey, Table1, Ministerievan EconomischeZaken,
2001; NIPO, 2001). Theresult wasthat 71% of the SMEs
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Table 1. NIPO evaluations (see Snelders & Eecen, 2003)

internet connection

Category 4-th quarter 1999 1-st quarter 2001 2003
(beforethe gtart of (half way evaluation)
“Nederland gaat digitaal”)

Percentage of SMEs with 55% 68% 83%

Percentage of SMEs that
do electronic business

18%

36% 66%

wereawareof theprogram and of itsgoal s. Consequently,
asecond phase of “Nederland gaat digitaal” wasinitiated.

Thenew program (2002-2005, 22,7 millionsEUR), “ The
SMEsinthe Digital Delta,” istargeting companies with
less than 100 employees with concrete goals: in the end
of the program, two-thirds of the SM Es should be present
on the Internet with at least a “shop window” Web site,
and two-thirds of the SM Es should do business transac-
tions viathe Internet. The plan identifies four obstacles
that are in the way of these targets: SMEs do not know
what business opportunities the Internet can offer, they
don’t have in-house ICT expertise and knowledge, they
don’ttrust thelnternet (legally and technologically), and
often they are not financially able to support innovation.
The approach taken by this new program isdealing only
with thefirst two of the aforementioned problemsand in
short isthe following:

1  Toincreasethe awareness of SMEsrelated to ICT
opportunities and to provide them with tailored
knowledge, an intensification of the former MKB
campaign “Nederland gaat digitaal” is planned.
Namely, supplementary founding is directed to-
wardsworkshops, consultancy, information materi-
als, training and support of branch organizations
and of their members, and devel opment of example
pilot projects for anumber of sectors, also viatwo
projects, iMPact and ASPect, in the areas of e-
marketsand ASP.

2 With respect to the enhancement of trust, the fol-
lowing activities were planned:

» The government must play an active role in the
devel opment of thelegal framework for e-commerce.
Although, the Dutch legislation can support elec-
troni c transactionswithin acceptablelimits (seethe
whitepaper on*“ L egislationfor theElectronic High-
way,” Lower House of Dutch Parliament, 1998),
efforts are being made for implementing the EU
directives. Several important Internet and e-com-
merce regulations are already operational, and a
number of billsarecurrently discussedintheParlia-

ment: Distance Sales Act (see Staatsblad, 2000b),
Personal DataProtection Act (see Staatsblad, 2000a),
Act Regarding the Legal Protection of Databanks,
(see Staatsblad, 1999), Electronic Signatures Act
(see Staatsblad, 2003), Electronic Commerce Bill
(seeLower House of Dutch Parliament, 2001b), Bill
regarding Electronic Money (see Lower House of
Dutch Parliament, 2001a).

» Apart from legislation, an important role is re-
servedfor self-regulation. Basically, self-regulation
assumes that companies conducting business on
the Internet adhere to and act according to a code
of conduct. Thetask of defining and disseminating
such a Code of Conduct was carried out in The
Netherlandsby anon-profit organization, The Elec-
tronic Commerce Platform Netherlands (ECP.NL).
Wewill mention here only two of the productsthat
relate ECP.NL to the needs of SMEs: the “ Model
Code of Conduct for Electronic Business,” version
4.0 (see ECP.NL, 2001, this Dutch initiative was
acknowledged as a model by a number of interna-
tional organizations such as OECD, UN, and the
European Commission); and “Nederland gaat
digitaal, netjes volgens het boekje” (“Netherlands
godigital, by thebook™) (seeECP.NL, Syntens& EZ,
2002, andwww.nederlandgaatdigitaal .nl/regels/). The
latter explicitly addressesthe SMEs. It offers prac-
tical guidance related to the e-commerce acts and
regulations, by means of questions, answers, and
practical examples.

* Thereliability of thecommunicationinfrastructure
and the security of information exchange over the
Internet aretargeted intwo other national programs
(NACOTEL and the campaign “Internet and Secu-

rity”).

The European E-Commerce Policy
Landscape

Most of the European governments have recognized the
fact that e-business has drawn a clear separation line
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