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Europe's champions of growth triple employment

Brussels, 28 November 2003– Fast-growth, high performing small to medium sized enterprises from across Europe have almost tripled employment, maintaining growth at an annual rate of 21% over five years.  These were some of the key findings in the 2003 European job creation ranking Europe's 500, announced in Brussels today by 3i, Microsoft, Boston Consulting Group and PricewaterhouseCoopers.  

The Europe’s 500 listing identifies the 500 most successful job creating entrepreneurial companies in 18 European countries. In a reflection of tough economic times, only 247 companies from 17 countries actually met the listing’s strict criteria this year but together they have created more than 111,000 jobs.  

“Despite difficult times, this year’s listing has once again confirmed that dynamic entrepreneurial businesses can successfully drive employment and growth. The companies on the listing have on average created 450 jobs each which, given the economic circumstances, is remarkable. They should be recognised for this achievement,“ said Patrick De Smedt, Chairman Microsoft EMEA.

Half of these companies could be considered small enterprises (employing less than one hundred people at the beginning of the Europe's 500 search period), but they are fast-growers.  Underlying this job creation is a healthy annual turnover growth of 23%.   "To stimulate even faster growth, it important for these companies to look to less traditional funding routes such as private equity, as this will offer more flexible terms and will be able to supply long term effective support,” added Chris Rowlands, Head of Growth Capital at 3i.  Only 26% of the winning companies are 'quoted' on a stock exchange.

The 2003 Europe's 500 furthermore demonstrates growth across diverse industry sectors. The top five ranked companies are a typical sample of this: The Flex Group Nederland (The Netherlands) is responsible for the provision of consultancy, interim management and implementation services; Omega Pharma (Belgium) is involved in the development & distribution of logistic supplies for pharmacists; Eurofins Scientific (Belgium) in the development of bio-analytical platform technology; Proffice (Sweden) is a provider of temporary staffing, recruitment, outsourcing and career development services and All By Phone + Net (Germany) serves as a call centre.

"The Europe's 500 selection shows that high growth is not industry driven or even country specific: it is driven by talented, innovative, risk-taking entrepreneurs," declared Antonella Mei-Pochtler, Senior Vice President of the Boston Consulting Group. Companies in the Industrial Products & Services sector dominate the list (25%), followed by Software companies (17%) and Services related companies (13%).       

- more -

No E-commerce or Internet companies are amongst this year's winners (down from 16% last year and 29% on the 2001 listing).    "After the Internet boom and crash, today's high growth companies are focused on more solid business models.  The weaker companies have been flushed out and we are left with much healthier, professional and profitable projects, "added Peter Kazimirski, European Leader, High Growth Companies Program of Pricewaterhouse-Coopers. 

Qualifying for the 2003 Europe's 500 means that the 247 companies have sustained their growth over five years (end 1997 to end 2002), despite adverse market conditions and the economic slowdown.  The top five companies alone added more than 2.000 jobs between them in the most difficult year, 2002.  

Although the 2003 winners confirm that the business outlook for 2004 is encouraging, growth remains fragile.  It is vital for European governments to focus on removing barriers, to create a business-friendly environment and help high growth entrepreneurial businesses drive employment, affirmed the four endorsing partners of the 2003 Europe's 500.

Notes for Editors:
1) Europe's 500 has been published annually since it was launched in 1996 as an initiative of GrowthPlus, the association for dynamic entrepreneurs.     The 2003 edition is endorsed by 3i, Boston Consulting, Microsoft and PricewaterhouseCoopers and is under the patronage of Pat Cox, President of the European Parliament and Philippe Maystadt, President of the European Investment Bank.

2) The listing is intended to focus attention on entrepreneurial achievement and fast-growth European companies.  Its focus on job creation and growth in medium sized enterprises is unique and distinguishes it from other business rankings.

3) Companies from the 15 EU member states, plus Iceland, Norway and Switzerland were able to nominate themselves for the 2003 edition.  All countries, except Luxemburg, are represented.

Europe's 500 judges company performance over five fiscal years (end 1997 - end 2002).  Seven criteria are used to qualify companies: entrepreneurial involvement; independence; growth in turnover (at least 50%) and employment (at least 30%); organic growth; profitability; size (minimum 50 employees at end 2002) and operational for at least 3 years.  

To quantify the performance of the companies that meet these criteria, Europe's 500 uses the David Birch Employee Growth Index (which combines relative and absolute job creation).  The companies are ranked according to their BIRCH Index. 

All companies in the 2003 listing had a BIRCH Index equal to, or higher than, the Europe's 500 ranking last year.  

4) Detailed information on each of the 2003 Europe's 500 listed companies (searchable by country, industry, employment, turnover …) and complete statistical data and tables (including downloadable graphs) are available at www.europes500.com (Results).
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