
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 

GDP growth 2004 2.6% 
Size of informal sector as % of GDP 22.6% 
% of self-employed/active population 15.3% 
Unemployment rate 2003 11.3% 
LT unemployed as % of unemployment rate 
2003 

34.5% 

Risk of poverty, % of total population 19.0% 
Risk of poverty as % of  unemployed 37.0% 
Risk of poverty as % of self-employed 20.0% 
National proportion of Nascent Entrepreneurs 4.39% 

 
Key data Spain. Source: Eurostat and GEM Report 

 
Spain has approximately 40 million inhabitants. Besides a central government (Madrid) the country 
has 17 regional governments (Comunidades Autónomas) with their own parliaments.  
 
Due to the existence of these autonomous regions, it is difficult to give an overview for the entire 
country in terms of self-employment policies, laws and regulations. 
As the main sources in the desk and field research came from organisations in Madrid and Barcelona, 
the outcome of this study should be seen in this light. It is recommended that more attention be given 
to the regional settings in follow-up studies. 
 

Who are the socially excluded? 
 
In Spain 7.2 million people live under the poverty line  (1999). This is 19 per cent of the total 
population, which is relatively high compared to the average in the EU (15 per cent in 1999). The 
increase in poverty took place mainly amongst senior citizens and single parent families (usually 
headed by women). There is also a risk of poverty among the self-employed: more than 16 per cent of 
the people under the poverty line are self-employed. 
 
Unemployment  is the biggest category under people at risk or socially excluded. 
In 2003, 11.3 per cent of the Spanish population was unemployed. This has decreased to 10.5 per 
cent in 2004. Of these 34.5 per cent were long-term unemployed. The unemployment rate decreases 
according to age. The largest group of unemployed is among 16–19-year-olds. Youth long-term 
unemployment is high. Also among the youth you will find the highest number of temporary contracts. 
 
Social exclusion is a gender  problem: 19.3 per cent of women, compared to 18.5 per cent of men live 
under the poverty line (1999). Female unemployment is twice as high as that of men (16.7 per cent 
compared to 8.4 per cent). Single parents are mainly women (89.6 per cent). 
 
There are large regional differences  in Spain, with Extremadura and Andalucía on the one extreme 
in relation to poverty and Madrid, Navarra and Aragon on the other. 
 

Immigration is a rather new phenomenon in Spain compared to other European countries. Over the 
past five years the number of foreigners has increased tremendously from 637,085 in 1998 to 
2,664,168 in 2003 (from 1.6 per cent in 1998 to 6.2 per cent of total population in 2003). In 2001 the 
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immigrants made up 4.7 per cent of the total working population. Of the total number of immigrants 63 
per cent are registered in the social security system as actively working, which implies that the majority 
migrate to Spain to search for work. The largest groups of immigrants come from Africa and Latin 
America (Morocco, Ecuador and Colombia). The main regions where immigrants are concentrated 
are: Cataluña, Madrid, Andalucía, Valencia, Las Islas Canarias. 
 
Roma  form 1.9 per cent of the total population and are mainly located in Andalucía. They have 
difficulties entering the labour market because of low education levels and the general prejudices that 
exist.  
Under the homeless there is an increasing number of young people  (16–24-year-olds) and 
immigrants. 
 

Entrepreneurial context 
 
In 2003, 6.8 per cent of the total population between 20 and 64 years were entrepreneurs; this is 15.3 
per cent of the total working population. This is above average in the EU. Although in interviews it was 
stated that a large part become self-employed out of necessity, statistics show that the largest number 
are entrepreneurs by opportunity (89 per cent of the total number of entrepreneurs). There is an 
increase in number of (small) businesses in Spain: in 2003, 4.39 per cent of nascent firms were set up. 
 
The profile of the Spanish entrepreneur is changing: in 2000 the average age was 40 years, while in 
2003 the age went down to 38 years for men and 34 years for women. Of the total number of 
entrepreneurs, 36 per cent are female. Some 20 per cent of the beneficiaries of social security are 
self-employed. These autónomos are fast growing group of entrepreneurs in Spain. Also the informal 
sector is rather big with an estimated 22.6 per cent of GNI.  
 
Although steps have been taken to improve the Spanish education system in fostering 
entrepreneurship, in general, school-based entrepreneurial programmes are still a patchwork of 
initiatives. More and more universities have introduced special programmes on self-employment. 
However, a basic integration throughout the education system does not yet exist. 
 
Many business-support schemes exist that are financed by the EU, central government and local 
governments. There are many players in the field that has resulted in a patchwork of initiatives. For 
specific groups (unemployed, women, immigrants) there is a close relationship with social economy 
policies (e.g. empresas de inserción).  
 

 

Policy for micro-enterprises 
 

Initiatives on micro-finance and self-employment are being scattered all over Spain, with the emphasis 
on the urban areas. These initiatives have not been streamlined by a national or regional policy. 
However, there is an increasing awareness among financial and non-financial institutions at different 
levels for micro-finance and self-employment as a career.  
 
Although the commercial banks don’t show much interest in SMEs, there are a number of micro-
finance programmes at national and local level. The main national programme is the Micro-credit 
Programme from ICO (Instituto de Crédito Oficial) that started in 2002 and was funded by the 
European Investment Fund. 
 
There is also a number of Cajas de Ahorro (Savings Banks), which has their own micro-credit 
programme (e.g. Caixa Catalunya, Caja de Granada, Caixa Galicia) as part of their social objective. 
NGO’s like Caritas and the Red Cross are involved in micro-finance as well. So far, there does not 
exist a lobby organisation for micro-finance. 
 
In relation to self-employment for the socially excluded, the Second National Action Plan on Social 
Inclusion explicitly mention the promotion of micro-finance and self-employment as an objective for 
access to employment for people at risk or suffering from exclusion. 
 

Rate: 3.5 

Rate: 2.5 



The business registration procedures for setting up a business is rather time consuming (108 days 
average). 
 

 

Welfare bridge 
 
The inactivity trap (once unemployed you will stay in the social security system) has a double face in 
Spain. As one expert said in an interview “being unemployed in Spain is not very comfortable”. The 
social benefits are low. There is high pressure to search for a job and – if offered by the social service 
bureau – accept the job. Once you go back to work, you loose the benefits.  
 
The unemployment rate under the youths (16–24 years) is increasing and highest of all age groups 
(22 per cent).  However, they are very often unemployed for a short period (less than three months) 
due to the high number of temporary contracts owing to the soft labour legislation (33 per cent of all 
contracts!). 
 
On the other hand, the inactivity trap mainly exists for the older age groups. Of all unemployed almost 
35 per cent are long-term unemployed, mainly men above 45 years. For this group it is hard to get 
employed again, even though there are several employment programmes (e.g. empresas de 
inserción). 
 
Concerning the promotion of self-employment as a career, the main emphasis in employment policies 
lies on waged employment. There are some subsidies for the autónomos and a possibility of getting a 
payment from the social security (pago único) but in general employment services are focused on job 
placement. 
 
The walls between the social, employment and financial systems are high. Some programmes exist 
(e.g. self-employment programmes of savings banks and ICO) in which the different entities co-
operate but improvements have still to be made to break down the walls between the private and 
public sector as well as within the sectors (public social and employment institutions). 
 

 

Legal framework for micro-finance providers 
 
In Spain there is no specific legal framework for micro-finance providers. For example micro-credit 
programmes of the Savings Banks are carried out under the umbrella of the foundations of these 
banks. Spanish law distinguishes different types of credit institutions: 

1. Banks. 
2. Savings banks. 
3. Credit co-operatives 

 
There is no distinction between retail and investment banks. In addition, Spanish banks follow the 
universal banking model. They are authorised to provide banking services and to engage indirectly in 
non-banking activities and to own substantial stakes in manufacturing and services companies. 
 
 

FINANCIAL BRIDGE FOR THE SOCIALLY EXCLUDED 
 
In Spain, the banking sector does not have a SME-minded policy, except for some micro-credit 
programmes of the savings banks and credit co-operatives. These are, together with traditional banks, 
the most important credit institutions. There are currently 51 savings banks, which account for close to 
50 per cent of the total assets of the Spanish financial sector. Savings banks are credit institutions 
subject to the same regulations as banks, but organised as private foundations. Given their 
foundational nature, savings banks do not pay dividends, but rather donate a significant percentage of 
their profits (on average, 25 per cent) to community welfare projects (Obra Social), such as micro-
credit programmes (e.g. Caixa Catalunya, Caja de Granada, Caixa Galicia). 
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The main national micro-credit programme for socially excluded is the Micro-credit programme of ICO 
(Instituto de Crédito Oficial), supported by the EIF. ICO is contracting loan agreements with different 
Spanish banks, which in turn sign agreements with social institutions that are responsible for 
evaluating the feasibility, introducing projects to the banks, and mentoring. Beneficiaries of the 
programme are people who want to start a business but lack collateral (unemployed, older people, 
one-parent households, immigrants, women, the disabled). 
 
The average amount of micro-credits in Spain is between €6,000 and €18,000 (with a limit of €25,000 
of the ICO-programme as the largest loan amount available as micro-credits). With an allocation of 
credits between 100 and 900 deals, the existing programmes only cover a small proportion of the total 
number of socially excluded. 
 
 

Funding for micro-credit providers 
 
At present, a wide range of donors, such as the EU (European Investment Fund, ESF), national 
government, local government and NGO’s finance self-employment schemes and micro-credit. In 
addition, several Cajas de Ahorro have their own programmes, funded by their own profits. There are 
no MFIs; all programmes are part of larger entities (public or private).  
 
In the latest National Action Plan on social inclusion (2003–2005) micro-credit was mentioned as an 
instrument for the promotion of self-employment among the socially excluded. 
 

Rate: 3.0 



Final scoring 
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Figure 27: Final scoring of Spain  

 

Looking at the results for Spain on the six environmental dimensions, it is obvious that the bottlenecks 
concerning the micro-credit environment are mainly to be found in the field of the legal framework and 
the overall policy measures towards micro-finance and self-employment for the socially excluded. On 
the other hand, the entrepreneurial culture in Spain has improved in the last couple of years and is 
above average in the EU. Here, it is important to find out to what extent the growing interest for 
entrepreneurship has been the result of necessity or opportunity.  
 
When putting the Spanish environment for micro-finance and self-employment in a historical 
perspective the general conclusion is that this environment has improved in terms of: 
 
� Culture: More people are interested in starting their own business (the number of autónomos 

has increased tremendously in the last couple of years). 
� Policy : Although there is still a lot to be improved, the attention for micro-credit and self-

employment as an instrument to combat poverty has grown over the last few years. 
� Organisations and institutions : There is a wide range of organisations involved in financial 

and non-financial programmes, both from the private as the public sector.  
 
A special note should be made here that it is difficult to give a final opinion for the self-employment 
environment in the entire country. Regional differences are big in all dimensions, especially in the field 
of policy-making, legislation and finance, in which the autonomous regions play a key role. 
 

Lessons learned 
 

Here, we make the distinction between: 
� the tools, practical examples and dimensions that Spain can bring in as an example for the other 

European countries; and 
� the tools, practical examples and dimensions from other European countries that might be 

useful for Spain. 
 
The lessons learned from Spain: 
� The entrepreneurial context, with the clear example of the growing number of the autónomos 

(single entrepreneurs). 
� The role of the Cajas de Ahorro (Savings Banks) in relation to micro-finance and self-

employment for socially excluded. There is an enormous potential in this field, especially in 
relation to the bridging function they can have to bring together the public and private sector. 

 
The lessons for Spain to be learned from other European countries: 



� Bridging the social, employment and financial systems in such a way that there is a one-stop 
shop for those who want to be self-employed and are searching for financial and mentoring 
assistance. 

� An integrated approach to self-employment and micro-finance for the socially excluded in terms 
of a policy and legal framework in which the players in the field can operate. 

� Policies and tools for the special group of immigrants in relation to self-employment and social 
inclusion. This is a rather new phenomenon in Spain, while other European countries already 
have a long history of immigration. 
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