Women-run enterprises in the Province of Ancona: promotion through Chamber of Commerce committees.

Law no. 215 and protocol of agreement

European Union institutions have been the first to undertake long-term initiatives aimed at strengthening women’s participation in the economy, the political and the public sector in general. 

Since the approval by the Italian Parliament of law no. 215, “Positive action for women’s entrepreneurship”, in February 1992, the Italian experience in this field has been successful and encouraging. The provisions aimed at promoting substantial equality and equal opportunities for men and women in their economic and entrepreneurial activity (art. 1) have proved to be formidable tools in several respects; among these has been the ability to evidence the problems and contradictions affecting women-run businesses, especially as regards the self-employed, professionals, and managers, who in Italy account for 2 m individuals. 

The criteria by which an enterprise fits the definition of “woman-run” according to law no. 125 are:

- co-operatives and companies in which at least 60% of the partners are women;

- limited companies where two thirds of participation quotas are held by women and two thirds of administrative bodies are made up of women;

· one-woman enterprises.

In addition to providing financing for entrepreneurial projects, the law has also recently allowed Regional government to offer financial contributions aimed at reinforcing actions for information, training, professional qualification, and technical assistance to established and aspiring women entrepreneurs.

The results at 10 years show applications in excess of 27,000. Interestingly, the later applications have regarded projects of consortia, high-technological innovation schemes, quality and environmental certification. Initiatives to help women reconcile their work in the business with their roles in the family, a crucial problem for all working women, have recently been given priority. 

Monitoring and surveillance of the application of the law by the women themselves has also enabled a series of important mechanisms of evaluation to be introduced. These all refer to the National Committee for General Planning of the Ministry of Production Activities. In turn, professional associations and Chambers of Commerce have promoted studies, research and exchanges of information regarding women-run businesses all over the country. 

In 1999 the Ministry, together with the National Union of the Chambers of Commerce, has signed a three-year protocol of agreement, renewed in 2001, that has set up Committees for the promotion of women-run enterprises at the Chambers of Commerce with a view to contributing to the process of diffusion and establishment of the entrepreneurial culture among women in Italy.

The Ancona Committee for the promotion of women-run enterprises

The Committees are made up of members representing the Associations of the main economic sectors – farming, the crafts, trade, cooperation, industry, services and tourism-, the unions and the local Chamber of Commerce.

They have been set up to:

· advance suggestions for the development and qualification of women’s presence in the business world in view of the planning of Chamber of Commerce activities;

· participate in Chamber activities regarding the presence of women in the development of entrepreneurship in the Province;

· promote surveys aimed at gaining information about the problems hampering the access of women to jobs, particularly entrepreneurial initiatives;

· promote initiatives for the development of women’s entrepreneurship also through specific training activities for established and aspiring women entrepreneurs;

· facilitate women’s access to bank credit and their entrance in the various economic sectors;

· favour women’s entrepreneurial training;

· identify suitable tools to set up a system of synergistic collaborations with the public and private local bodies involved in the general promotion and support of women’s enterprises. 

The Ancona committee took office in September 2000 with the following agenda: 

· to analyse the current situation of women’s businesses in the Province;

· to identify the tools required to assess the feasibility of women’s projects to start an enterprise or renew an existing one;

· to promote a culture of the woman-run business enterprise enabling women to explore innovative sectors with greater market opportunities;

· to advance proposals and develop programmes aimed at changing the attitude of credit institutions towards projects submitted by women;

· to create a regional partnership, reinforcing women’s roles in enterprises and promoting opportunities of national and international cooperation.

The Ancona Committee consists of 8 members representing women farmers, artisans, traders, the tourism and services sector, sales representatives and agents, industry, cooperatives, trade unions and the Chamber of Commerce.

In the course of its first year of activity, the Committee has focused on changing the attitude of local banks to the projects submitted by women. Since women meet with diffidence and obstacles when seeking financing, and thus have to place less reliance on the bank system, the decision was immediately taken to strengthen the relationship between the latter and the local production sector to favour the diffusion of women enterprise culture and to provide support for women’ initiatives.

Already in the summer 2001, after setting up the separate negotiating tables with professional associations, local banks and consortia of collective bank credit guarantee, a convention was signed to facilitate the access of businesswomen to financing by offering lower interest rates and lower cost and faster management of the procedure. The issue is now being addressed at the national level.

In 2001, the Committee was also set up, via the Statistical Office of the Chamber of Commerce, a Statistical Observatory with a view to gathering data on women-run business enterprises in the Province of Ancona fitting the criteria of law no. 215/92. It has identified 9,486 enterprises. Most, 2,882, are commercial businesses accounting for 30.4% of women-run enterprises and for 25.4% of the sector; they are followed by farming enterprises (2,651, or 27.9% of women-run enterprises and 28.3% of the province’s enterprises). Third come the 2,266 artisans’ enterprises, which account for 24% of women-run enterprises and for 19.7% of the total; there are also 1,259 enterprises in the services and tourism sector (13% of both women-run and provincial businesses). In manufacturing, they are 346, or 3.6% of women-run enterprises and 3.5% of all enterprises in the province.

After the publication and presentation of these interesting data, a study was devised in October 2002 to survey women-run enterprises and their characteristics in the Province of Ancona, especially in terms of their relationships with the services available locally, success and failure factors, reconciliation between family and job, representation issues, and future prospects.

----direi di dire questo se ce lo chiedono ////
This survey, which is based on the Observatory’s data regarding women-run enterprises, consists of the following phases:

· selection of the enterprises: definition and identification of the study sample;

· focus groups: organisation of two focus groups of businesswomen from whom to collect first-level information on the needs of enterprises;

· interviews with privileged testimonials;

· administration of a questionnaire to a sample of 700 women-run enterprises to test the data collected through the focus groups and the interviews.

The study is in progress and the final report is expected in September.

--------

Women entrepreneurship in Adriatic countries

Even though it differs from country to country, the number of female entrepreneurs, women working in the professionals and self-employed women in Europe has been growing significantly over the last 10 years. Also in Croatia, Greece, Albania and Montenegro, women surely have strong organisation abilities and credibility, which for centuries have remained in the service of the family’s economy. These skills and talents can now nurture enterprises in sectors where previous professional experience is not indispensable, but which require instead resources like an ability in interpersonal relationships, organisation and adaptability to market requirements.

Moreover, it should be stressed that in a system characterised by a strong male predominance which does not recognise these skills and abilities, many women, like young people, prefer to start their own business rather than finding a job.

The Ancona Committee hopes that our negotiating table will be able to create the synergies needed for the smaller enterprises to access the international markets.

The drive towards forging closer ties with the Balkan countries is meeting with success as regards regional cooperation and specific sector projects; the Chamber of Commerce of Ancona is involved in cooperation in the sectors of tourism, commerce and the crafts, which characterise all Adriatic countries. 

The synergies that can be created between the two sides of the Adriatic for women-run business enterprises are, in our opinion, the factors that will allow us to establish a homogeneous method to identify one another immediately and cooperate where expedient.

The network of women-run companies can break the ground for wider actions, thus strengthening the participation of women and favouring the development of a woman-oriented business culture.

We propose to proceed with the comparative analysis of the development of women-run businesses in the various countries, and in Italy in the areas of the North, Centre and South Adriatic.  

As we advance towards the harmonisation of the support measures for the creation, consolidation and modernisation of women’s businesses, it would be useful to promote sector or inter-sector associations, which may be able to improve access to credit (consortia of bank credit guarantee) and gather information on the scope for modernising and innovating existing businesses.

Chamber of Commerce Committees with a similar composition could be set up on the other side of the Adriatic with the primary task of creating a Register of Companies, a Statistical Observatory, and of proceeding in due course with the tasks and initiatives which Italian and European Committees, where existing, are carrying out.

It is my opinion that women-run business suitably and exhaustively mirror the socio-economic context of the various Adriatic regions; it is thus natural that their promotion requires favouring the co-operation between public bodies, associations and large and small companies.

To conclude with loftier words than I could conceive, I shall borrow a sentence of the Nobel laureate Amartya Sen, who is a researcher in the problems of underdevelopment and has already been quoted on the occasion of our October meeting: He said that women have ceased to be passive beneficiaries of aid aimed to give them relief, but are increasingly seen by men and by themselves as active protagonists of change, as dynamic promoters of social transformation that can change the course of their lives and those of men’ .
Cristina Gorajski – Chairman of the Ancona Committe for the promotion of women entrepreneurship
