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Digital Economy Task Force: Virtual meeting on COVID-19 and SMEs  
1 April 2020 
 
 
The Digital economy taskforce of the ESBN organized a virtual meeting on 1 April 2020 to discuss the 
impact of COVID-19 on SMEs and potential actions. Below is a short summary of points raised:  
 

1. ESCAP has issued a policy note on “The Impact and Policy Responses for COVID-19 in Asia and the 
Pacific” (26 March 2020), available at: https://www.unescap.org/resources/impact-and-policy-
responses-covid-19-asia-and-pacific. ESCAP will now deepen this work with sectoral insights and 
adapt existing projects to support governments in mitigating the economic and social impact of 
COVID-19 to maintain employment and income streams and protect the most vulnerable. 

2. ICC has issued a call to action to save SMEs1  with six recommended actions: Direct and immediate 
support to SMEs (interest free lending, trade finance, tax payment relief, relief from rent and lease, 
wage subsidy);  Immediate support to workers at home and abroad (supply chains); Ensure support 
reaches MSMEs and workers quickly; Adapt and expand existing government led social 
programmes, to have economies bounce back quickly; Ensure open trade and expedite opening 
borders, especially for critical goods; and Implement formal and informal channels for dialogue 
between governments, workers and communities.  

3. The meeting discussed the needs to help SMEs bridge this difficult period. Cash flow is the biggest 
problem. A survey of 15000 SMEs in Malaysia, had indicated that in the face of lockdown many only 
had enough cash flow to last a few weeks without government support.2  

4. Government responses included Malaysia, which have told banks automatically enroll all customers 
on deferred payment in the next 6 months, and Singapore where MAS have instructed that clients 
can opt in to not pay interest and loans for the next 6 months.  

5. A proposal was tabled which would involve focusing limited government resources on providing 
meaningful support to more established SMEs, using the banking system to offer credit guarantees 
to help them bridge this difficult period. It proposed classifying and providing different assistance 
to different situations of SMEs, including (1) Start-ups, (2) Steady, and (3) Established & well 
managed, suggesting that the added value of SMEs' contribution to society and services could be 
included by the government as a selection criteria for support, such as the number of employees, 
VAT and income taxes paid.  

6. The background for the proposal was that in the experience of some members with experience in 
SME lending, in the absence of government credit schemes, banks will pull back their lending in 
situations like this, since if the bank does not manage credit under current uncertain times banks 
may go bankrupt.  

7. It was suggested that as emergency support is expensive, longer term support may require the 
participation of the Government funding in equity form instead of giving interest free loans. 
Likewise, banks could also step in as equity partner, waive off the loan, or give interest free loans.  

8. It was suggested that most governments have access to the information on what others do but not 
always the financial resources to do it themselves, and thus the DE taskforce could look at digital 
solutions, how make payments more efficient.  

9. The crisis should also be used as an opportunity to transform business models and embrace digital 
transformations. Ecommerce will be stronger in the future, both local and global. SMEs have to 
adopt a strong digital strategy, focusing on cutting costs and increasing sales through online 
channels. Moving to online channels to reach consumers globally can provide a big opportunity for 
small traders and producers. There are a host of collaboration tools that can make life easier for 

 
1 https://iccwbo.org/publication/call-to-action-to-save-our-smes/. ICC has also issued a corporate call to action for supply chain 
leadership, with calls to ensure the health and safety of the workforce in the supply chain; uphold contracts with suppliers and/or 
distributors; facilitate continued business operations of the supply chain; insist on integrity and responsible business conduct; and 
advocate for stimulus efforts to flow into the real economy. https://iccwbo.org/publication/corporate-call-to-action-supply-chain-
leadership-during-covid-19/ 
2 https://sme.asia/a-third-of-smes-only-have-enough-cashflow-for-march-expenses/ 
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SMEs, and many local solutions and service providers, but SMEs need to be educated in how to 
adopt these tools. Guidelines, checklists, and support to how SMEs can come online will be needed.  

10. Customer relationship management is more important now, how to keep them engaged. 
Organizations need to be agile and stay closer to consumers and buyers. Saving costs and 
finetuning procurement and payment cycles will be important to maintain a healthy cash flow. A lot 
of this is possible through digitized solutions for back end systems (payroll, leave requests, etc.).  

11. Many SMEs will risk being out of business soon. The most vulnerable are the smallest, while the 
well run will probably survive. They are important provider of employment, enabler of rural 
commerce, last mile geography. How can support these SMEs by deferring loans, financial 
commitments. Important for governments to invest in SMEs and become a stakeholder, e.g. by 
taking convertible debt.  

12. Governments should also look at investment in high priority sectors, e.g. medical equipment. 
Certain startups already doing bad, how to strengthen those who provide essential goods, 
especially to marginalized communities.  

13. Taking a sector by sector approach to support to Government support was proposed, as companies 
in similar sectors tend to have similar problems regardless of if they are small or large, and actors 
would be better able to come up with solutions if slicing the problem along sectoral lines.  

14. The use of social security fund to cover temporary layoffs in e.g. tourism industry was proposed.  
15.  It was also proposed that Governments should not be looking at bailing out companies, as it will 

create long-term problems, but instead come in as a shock absorber to smoothen and cushion 
impact, as business will eventually figure out how to finetune their business.  

16. Big institutions are rethinking how to operate moving forward, and planning for a major overhaul. 
Need to keep the essential pieces together of how society function so that when the lockdowns are 
lifted the essential SME services are still in place.  

17. To support the startup sector the UK is doing a COVID challenge fund. Another potential action 
could be a call to big corporates, e.g. to allow open sourcing of software, in this crisis.  

 
Summary and next steps:  

- The world has been transitioning to a digital economy, and the pandemic has made it advance 
quicker. 

- As the digital economy taskforce, suggestions from the taskforce should focus on what can be done 
on the digital front to address the crisis.  

- A combined ESBN approach would be useful, and it was suggested to bring this to the executive 
council to see what can do to stimulate that discussion across ESBN taskforces and develop an 
action plan.  

- If the ESBN aims to produce something that ESCAP would take to countries it should cover all 
aspects of how to help SMEs, both digital and non-digital, in the short to medium term.  

- ESCAP can use relevant recommendations from ESBN  to inform publications and advice provided 
to governments.  

 
 


