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SME Internationalisation Exchange (SIE) Project
Regional Action Plan for Kent, March 2019

Introduction:

Internationalisation or exporting is a proven route to business growth. It includes selling services or
products to internaticnal customers either directly or indirectly as part of a wider supply chain.
“Businesses that export are more productive, create more jobs, and pay higher wages™. Exporting
also encourages innovation and boosts competitiveness but it can be more complex than doing
business domestically.

While larger companies tend to have the resource to internationalise, small firms in particular can
lack the capacity or knowledge of international trade processes which can prevent them from
exploring international business opportunities.

Over the last three years, Kent County Council has led the first phase of the €1.2m European Interreg
turope SME Internationalisation Exchange (SIE} project. The project aims to review and improve
SME Internationalisation support policies and programmes while tackling the challenges faced by
small companies exporting their goods or services. The project brings together a network of seven
partner organisations from different European regions as well as wider groups of local stakeholders
from each region.

in Kent, the SIE project has so far enabled us to:

s Commission two reports from the Kent Business School which provided an evidence-based, up-
to-date overview of international business activity in Kent, barriers to internationalisation and
recommendations about how to adapt support services to meet the evolving needs of local
exporters;

» Take part in study visits to learn from inspiring and effective business support initiatives in the
SIE partner regions which tackle many of the challenges also faced by Kent firms;

¢ Review Kent's business support policies and the programmes they govern to consider how they
might become more effective in helping Kent exporters;

= Draft this Kent ‘Regional Action Plan’ for SME Internationalisation to be implemented under SIE
Phase 2 from April 2019 until December 2020.

Challenges & Facilitators of SME Internationalisation:

The SIE study work in Kent confirmed that companies wishing to internationalise face many
challenges which can prevent them from investing in international activities. The main barriers to
exporting highlighted by companies include:

Main barriers identified nationally" Main barriers identified in Kent"

Access to finance Exchange rate & currency fluctuations
Limited networks & contacts abroad Finding the right partners & distributors
Market access issues & trade barriers Finding access to local markets & reliable local

contacts
Lack of capacity and capability Lack of internal resources
Lack of knowledge Logistics & distance
Attitudinal barriers Time consuming
Limited global awareness of the UK's strengths & Local bureaucracy

capabilities
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On the other hand, the study highlighted some factors which can facilitate internationalisation:

¢ The availability of internal resources and advice an where to find information about markets,
potential customers and distributors are the key factors that can influence a decision to
internationalise. Existing exporters also value help with marketing abroad, managing
international irade financeand connecling Lo refiabie in-market contacts.

* Kent companies consider advice and support important, but they require access to specialised
information which requires a tailored approach to individual firms rather than very general
advice and support. Access to this type of specialised information could have a positive effect to
the more efficient distribution of internal resources within firms thus tackling the most
important barrier to internationalisation.

Policy Context:

The main policy which this action plan will address is the “South East Local Enterprise Partnership
{SELEP) ESIF ERDF Programme _ Strategy” which includes a thematic objective on SME
Competitiveness with a sub-priority focusing on “increasing trade & inward investment”. The policy
recognises low levels of exporting and the barriers to international trade and aims to overcome
these by encouraging business support initiatives which help SMEs to access international markets
including improving and extending the work of Kent International Business (page 37).

This action plan will add value to one particular initiative supported by the policy which is the ‘GET
Exporting 2’ project supported by the ERDF programme. The project is delivered by the Department
for International Trade in Kent (also part of the SIE local stakeholder group) and the findings from
the SIE project phase 1 will feed into this project.

As part of the action plan, recommendations will be made to the SELEP programme to influence any
potential future calls on SME support for internationalisation and work will continue to influence this
policy, even as changes to it may occur in the context of Brexit and ERDF funding arrangements in
the UK. But given that the future of this ESIF programme has become uncertain in the context of
Brexit we will also work to ensure that the work of the project and in particular the results of the
pilot actions inspired by other regions will be taken into account by policy makers and embedded
into several policies that are currently under development.

Presentations on the project results will be given to KMEP, the federated Kent part of SELEP and

there are numerous other policies and programmes designed to help SMEs with internationalisation

that have an impact upon SME internationalisation in Kent including:

* ‘HMG Export Strategy: supporting and connecting businesses to grow on the world stage’
(August 2018)

¢ The new ‘Kent Enterprise & Productivity Strategy’ which is under development and the future
‘Local Industrial Strategy’ for Kent

¢ A new ‘Kent Framework for Supporting Exporters’ is also being developed alongside the plans for
SIE phase 2 to guide the implementation of this specialist policy in Kent which will direct the
work of Kent International Business in Kent for the coming years.

Kent International Business {KIB):

Should the ERDF policy mentioned above cease to exist in the context of Brexit, this action plan will
influence the Kent International Business programme (which it will do in any case as the key policy
makers are involved in KIB in Kent). This action plan will be overseen by the Kent International
Business steering group which brings together the main SME internationalisation support
organisations operating in the county to consider evolving barriers faced by companies wishing to
export and to jointly find solutions to these. KIB has been formally endorsed by local elected
politicians and is also recognised in the SELEP ESIF ERDF OP as the main policy initiative in Kent
focusing on SME internationalisation support. The KIB partners (including both local and national
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organisations) meet regularly to discuss internationalisation in Kent and to jointly plan and
implement new initiatives to provide support to SMEs in Kent. The KiB umbrella brings together
various core services such as those offered by the Department for International Trade as well as
bespoke initiatives operating in Kent such as those delivered within the framework of cross-border
Interreg projects inciuding ISE and Boost4Health. While the support products can vary from time to
time, the KIB programme provides an overall consistency and strategic steer for internationalisation
support activity in Kent. KIB was established in 2011 and the SIE action plan will play an integral part
in enabling the KIB partners to review and improve current activity available to help Kent businesses
as well as testing and adopting some new initiatives inspired by SIE partner regions.

This action plan will have a strong influence on the Kent International Business (KIB) programme
which is governed by the principal business support organisations in Kent working in the field of SME
Internationalisation. KIB is essentially the local Kent-wide policy solution to improving SME
internationalisation support in the county and the KIB partners have been part of the SIE local
stakeholder group. All of the key players are involved in KIB and the group has direct access to the
main policy makers locally (Elected Local Politicians in Kent who have endorsed KIB and the draft SIE
action plan already, the SELEP board and the KMEP board) and nationally (through the Department
for International Trade) so whatever happens to the policy landscape, the right actors are involved in
these pilot actions and together, they will be able to make the case for the wider adoption of the
pilot initiatives after the testing phase including their direct implementation in certain cases.

Working Together:

Kent County Council has been working closely with the ‘Kent International Business' partner
organisations for many years and which have become the SIE local stakeholder group for Kent. Each
of the organisations have a role to play in supporting SME internationalisation. These organisations
will all play a part in delivering the SIE Action plan for Kent.
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