
First Meeting of the Asia-Pacific MSME 
Policymakers Network 
MSMEs and the Digital Economy 
 

1 March 2021, Virtual Meeting. 
Meeting report 

 

Opening address 
 Mr. Marc Proksch, Chief of Section, Investment and Enterprise Development; Trade, Investment 

and Innovation Division, of ESCAP welcomed all participants to the first meeting of the Asia-
Pacific MSME Policymakers Network. Due to COVID a joint UN initiative was created to support 
MSMEs during the pandemic, and ESCAP has taken this opportunity to set up this network of 
policymakers to complement its other work in the MSME space. The network will bring people 
together to share experiences and exchange best practices. 

 Mr. Proksch remarked that MSMEs have been a topic of interest for UN bodies for a long time. 
MSMEs support and participate in the economy in many different ways, and even within the 
category they differ a lot in size and approach. As the bulk of all enterprises in any given 
economy, they are of great importance. Mr. Proksch pointed out that MSMEs contribute to 
employment, innovation, and exports either directly or indirectly. Despite their importance, 
they frequently require assistance, and over the years government schemes to support them 
continue to arise and then disappear. Access to finance is a major concern for MSMEs, and has 
always been a topic of discussion when MSME issues come up. 

 The COVID-19 pandemic has illustrated again the vulnerability of MSMEs. Engagement with the 
digital economy has great potential to enable the resilience of MSMEs, and hence this is the 
topic of discussion for our first network meeting. 

 Mr. Proksch then outlined some of the sessions that will follow in this meeting: the discussion of 
the Terms of Reference of the network, a presentation of the policy guidebook that ESCAP is 
preparing, and discussion of a paper on MSMEs and the digital economy that has been prepared 
by an ESCAP consultant specifically for this meeting. 

 One point to note about the network is since MSME policy is so diverse and touches on different 
areas. As such, future meetings of the network may rely on the focal points cooperating with 
other counterparts in various ministries of their country to bring in participants with appropriate 
experience. 



Proposed Terms of Reference for the Asia-Pacific MSME Policymakers 
Network 

 Mr. Ben McCarthy introduced the aim of the Asia-Pacific MSME Policymakers Network as being 
to deepen the links between MSME policymakers and ESCAP. Various research and activities at 
ESCAP strive to help policymakers maintain a productive environment for the MSMEs in their 
respective countries, and by opening this new forum for discussion ESCAP intends to improve 
the scope and depth or this work, communicate it better to stakeholders, and also understand 
better the needs of its Member States. 

 Mr. McCarthy then elaborated on the draft Terms of Reference for the network: the objectives; 
the participants who will contribute to the network; the secretariat support being provided by 
ESCAP; and the working modalities of the network and its outputs.1 

 The network focal points and participants did not request changes or additions, and as such, the 
Terms of Reference was adopted pending any further written feedback to be given by 
participants following the meeting. 

Preparing a Second Edition of ESCAP’s MSME Policy Guidebook 
 Mr. Eric Roeder introduced ESCAP’s ongoing work on revising and updating the Policy 

Guidebook for SME Development in Asia and the Pacific. This will be released in its second 
edition in late 2021. 

 At present, the policy guidebook will consist of four parts: setting the scene (mapping the 
current policy, institutional and legal framework for MSMEs); general policies influencing 
MSMEs; specific policies targeted at MSME competitiveness; and lastly specific policies targeted 
at MSME sustainability and resilience. 

 Mr. Roeder continued by asking for specific feedback on how policymakers would like to see the 
guidebook translated into an online resource. The online resource will make the guidebook 
more digestible, and particularly will include links to up-to-date material, local information and 
resources that are more extensive that what can be contained in a print guidebook. 

 Mr. Marc Proksch added that the UN is seeking to coordinate with other UN agencies and bodies 
to bring together the resources that are available in this area. Mr. Proksch also called on the 
focal points present at the network meeting to forward case studies from their respective 
countries, so that they could be used as examples of MSME policymaking in the upcoming 
edition of the guidebook. 

 In response to questions from the network, Mr. Proksch alerted all participants that the original 
version of the policy guidebook for SME policymakers is available on ESCAP’s website, and was 
published in 2012. 

 Mr. Myo Min Oo of the PS Business School, Myanmar questioned what should be considered in 
setting up good institution for MSME policymaking by national governments. Mr. Oo stated that 

 
1  The Terms of Reference are available on ESCAP’s website. 



the market is very flexible but government institutions tend to be very inflexible, leading to 
some difficulty in creating good policy. Mr. Proksch responded that the guidebook will indeed 
touch on topics of the institutional framework in countries, and that training courses for MSME 
policymakers will be created following the drafting of the guidebook. 

 Mr. Sharee Shukla of the Entrepreneurship Development Centre of India mentioned that there 
could be a number of potential partners to work with for capacity building, including the 
Myanmar-India Entrepreneurship Research Centre of the University of Yangon. 

 Mr. Tandin Tshering of the Department of Cottage and Small Industries, Ministry of Economic 
Affairs, Bhutan, noted that a policy guidebook should comment on how the various small 
industry ecosystems relate to each other, and how to eliminate silos in ministries. The MSME 
masterplan of Malaysia seems to be an interesting initiative, and could be looked at as an 
example policy to share with other members. 

 Mr. Francis Quimba, from the Philippine Institute for Development Studies, commented on the 
internationalization and globalization of MSMEs, particularly in APEC. One thing to include in the 
guidebook should be some guidance or assistance on how to get MSMEs to quantify the value of 
their intellectual property, and their intangible assets. This can help MSMEs to gain access to 
finance. If there are ways that other countries have enabled financial institutions to accept 
intellectual property or intangibles as collateral, this would be an interesting lesson for the 
region. 

 Mr. Tulus Tambuan of the Trisakti University, Indonesia, pointed out the problem in Indonesia of 
various ministries coordinating policy between them. The guidebook should include best 
practices for coordinating national policy across various MSME sectors and stakeholders, and 
the sectoral ministries that implement policies. 

 Ms. Erdenesaikhan Yadamsuren, of the Small and Medium Enterprises Agency of Mongolia, 
requested to see an advance version of the guidebook because the agency is currently 
reorganizing the institutional framework for SME development, and a draft of the guidebook 
could be useful for this current process. 

G2P digital transfers as a use case for the development of the digital 
economy: The experience of Cambodia and Lao PDR 

 Mr. Alberto Isgut spoke regarding ongoing ESCAP work regarding Government-to-Person (G2P) 
digital transfers. The pandemic has brought to light the importance of more effective digital 
transfer techniques for implementing social protections schemes. 

 G2P transfers are important for MSMEs because it increases capacities in an economy for 
general person-to-person digital transfers, which are exactly the type that are common for 
MSMEs to use. Digital payments are very important for improving financial inclusion, and for 
improving gender outcomes in finance-related areas. 

 Mr. Isgut continued by presenting the Cambodian case: this country has made substantial 
advancements in improving its telecommunications network. Still, use of mobile phones to 



access bank accounts is not high in Cambodia. There is an extensive network of money transfer 
agents, and financial regulation in place that governs them. The presence of this network 
enabled Cambodia to put in place new systems for G2P transfers relatively quickly. 

 The factors that enabled fast implementation of these programs in Cambodia were the 
telecommunications network, and the existing database of information on families that were 
considered poor and in need of assistance. Many countries do not have comprehensive national 
ID systems, which can create difficulties in identifying who is eligible for transfer payments. 

 Improving digital delivery channels is still important, and one aspect of this is increasing the 
interoperability of banking systems. Fraud is another important factor, and grievance resolution 
frameworks should be put in place. 

 Mr. Isgut finished by noting that ESCAP has a number of publications and training modules on 
MSME finance in train to be published later in the year. 

MSMEs and the Digital Economy 
 Ms. Maria Vasquez Callo-Müller introduced the background paper that was produced for this 

meeting on the topic of MSMEs and the Digital Economy. The main objective is to pose the 
question of how MSMEs can exploit the opportunities of the digital economy, and how 
governments can best support them in that? The Asia-Pacific region hosts one of the largest and 
most developed e-commerce markets. Despite this, Ms. Callo-Müller pointed out that MSMEs 
still have low rates of digitalization, and MSMEs are adopting digital tools at a slower rate than 
larger enterprises. 

 The paper presents a number of best practices: there are those practices related to the factors 
of the digital economy (e.g., infrastructure and regulation); and those practices related to 
challenges to the digital economy (e.g., data policies, anticompetitive conduct and 
cybersecurity). 

 Ms. Callo-Müller continued by explaining that one way to classify MSMEs is by grouping them as 
either traditional, or digital natives. Digital natives take advantage of new ICT technologies to 
enter markets that are either new, or where MSMEs previously did not operate, particularly in 
service sectors. Policy recommendations will differ depending on whether MSMEs are digital 
natives, whether traditional MSMEs have already adopted digital tools, or if some MSMEs are 
only getting started in the digital economy. 

 The use of platforms can allow MSMEs to immediately access new consumers through the 
digital economy. Platforms work as ecosystems, bringing together a number of integrated 
services (such as financial services, delivery, and marketing/data collection). An important point 
is that MSMEs should be able to choose among digital platforms, and this is where competition 
policy becomes important. 

 Ms. Callo-Müller then illustrated new technologies with an example of how blockchain can 
enable various actors having access to the same information at the same time in a decentralized 
fashion. This can allow for more fluid contracting and flexible markets. 



 To leverage the digital economy, though, there are infrastructural needs: broadband internet, 
financial infrastructure, financial infrastructure, legal and regulatory infrastructure, as well as 
human skills and digital literacy. This infrastructure goes along with substantial investment 
needs. 

 Digitalisation also affects trade processes. Paperless trade has the potential streamline trade 
processes and substantially reduce the costs to trade by MSMEs. Given that MSMEs often cite 
high trade costs as a barrier to trading internationally, this can substantially boost MSME access 
to markets. 

 Policies on digital economy are required and need to be coherent between a number of key 
areas, e.g., competition matters; data policies, cybersecurity and trust; taxation issues; and 
education and training. Some of these issues will benefit from regional cooperation, for 
example, on cross-border data flows and taxation matters. 

 Public-private partnerships have the potential to contribute to digital economy advancement 
through projects in infrastructure, cybersecurity, human capital development, regulation, and 
access to finance. In addition to the private sector, regional governments must also look to “go 
digital.” 

Supporting women entrepreneurs through ICT, business skills training, 
and innovative financing 

 Ms. Deanna Morris then introduced a presentation of ESCAP’s work that focuses on women’s 
access to finance, support for women entrepreneurs, and solutions that can be offered via 
fintech and other technologies. Women entrepreneurs are a substantial minority of MSMEs, but 
they also face an outsized financing gap relative to male business owners. There is a huge 
financing gap in developing countries. Informality particularly affects MSMEs and women-
owned businesses. 

 There are many supply and demand-side factors that can contribute to supporting women 
entrepreneurs, for example: energy access; mobile network coverage; identification; digital 
payment services; ownership of essential devices; collateral requirements; financial and digital 
literacy; socio-cultural norms; and mobility constraints. 

 ESCAP has several initiatives targeted at assisting women entrepreneurs. It has helped 7,205 
women entrepreneurs access financing via a market-based approach. The Catalyzing Women’s 
Entrepreneurship project directly targets barriers faced by women entrepreneurs though policy, 
developing business and ICT skills, and access to finance. The blended finance approach uses 
both public sector and private sector money to support entrepreneurs. 

 Ms. Morris presented Cambodia as a case study, describing how the project assists with the lack 
of collateral, lack of records, and low digital literacy faced by women entrepreneurs. Two unique 
solutions help women, mostly in informal enterprises, gain access to uncollateralized lending via 
apps. These apps connect a variety of service providers (such as accountants and banks) with 
entrepreneurs, and gather data (like sales data) that can help these businesses apply for loans. 



Open floor discussion: Supporting entrepreneurs, digital approaches for 
connecting governments and MSMEs, and country initiatives 

 Mr. Toru Terai, First Secretary of the Embassy of Japan in Thailand, introduced some of Japan’s 
activities in the area. Japan has been supporting women entrepreneurs improve skills and 
competencies in trade and investment via a project with the International Trade Center. 

 Dr. Syahira Binti Hamidon, Undersecretary, Policy and International Relation Division, Ministry of 
Entrepreneur Development and Cooperatives in Malaysia, spoke regarding the challenges facing 
MSMEs in integrating into the digital economy. Different businesses have different levels of 
readiness in accessing digital solutions. Are there any differences in the readiness and challenges 
of businesses in adapting digital technologies? During the pandemic, use of digital technologies 
has increased massively, and while MSMEs recognize the importance of using these 
technologies a majority of them are not capable of accessing them. 

 Ms. Maria Vasquez Callo-Müller suggested that the variety of definitions being used to 
categorise MSMEs across the Asia-Pacific makes broad recommendations here a little difficult. It 
is still apparent that MSMEs mostly only have a basic level of digitalization. Nevertheless, further 
data gathering on digital capacities in MSMEs will continue to improve the knowledge that 
governments have for structuring MSME policy. 

 Ms. Ferdaus Ara Begum, of Business Initiative Leading Development, of Bangladesh was 
interested in the case of Cambodia from Ms. Morris’s presentation. Do the MSME institutions 
referred to generally refer to public institutions, or private institutions? MSMEs do not generally 
feel comfortable providing data, including even to Chambers of Commerce. A very good 
database in this area would be helpful if prepared nationally and in conjunction with the private 
sector. How can the data provision issues be managed by MSME institutions. 

 Ms. Morris confirmed that indeed some businesses are informal and wish to stay that way due 
to taxation concerns or other reasons. Digitalising transactions and payments data can still 
provide a way for otherwise undocumented businesses to provide information regarding their 
credit risk. In Bangladesh, ESCAP and UNCDF is partnering with some organisations on specific 
pilot initiatives and will be able to share those as work continues. 

Closing remarks 
 Mr. Marc Proksch thanked all the presenters for their discussion of the key topics, and 

participants for their questions and country examples. Mr. Proksch further requested feedback, 
information on potential case studies, and requests for any topics of interest to cover in future 
meetings from participants via email. 

 Mr. Proksch noted that the next meeting of the Asia-Pacific MSME Policymakers Network is 
being planned for Fall/Autumn. 


