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strong signal
Unpaid bills are stifling innovation in the healthcare 
sector, writes John Bowis 

S
ince the European commission launched its small 
business act for Europe in 2008, several discussions 
have been going on concerning the thorny issue of 
late payment. Up to 80 per cent of the medical sector 
is composed of SMEs and late payment nowadays is 
a cause for disinvestment in research and develop-

ment, and even bankruptcy. What does that mean for patients? 
It means that the know-how and expertise that comprise the 
core competence of each company is put in jeopardy even though 
there is demand for their services. This means that the products 
and services that those companies intend to develop for better 
treatment services will never be available because they cannot 
fund their business.

The recast of the late payment directive is nearing an end. 
While some of the late payment issue remains in the business 
to business space, public authorities have come under scrutiny 

for failing to provide payments to SMEs on the terms already in 
place. Politicians should be aware of the fact that behind each late 
payment there is capital-starved activity. The result is that funds 
budgeted for research and development, for instance, are reduced 
or withdrawn, resulting in less innovation. 

How does this impact a sector such as healthcare? Hospitals 
owe their functioning to suppliers. Those suppliers are in most 
cases SMEs that have an ethical responsibility to provide services 
to patients, to people who are most vulnerable and needy. We 
are all likely to experience being a patient at some point in our 
lives, and we must not forget that becoming older will result in 
consuming more health services. One of the most effective ways 
of reducing the threat of the demographic time bomb on health 
services is introducing innovation which lowers long term costs 
and increases productivity. However, innovation is stifled at birth 
if SMEs, the largest segment of health suppliers in the EU, do 
not receive funding through payment of their invoices by public 
health authorities. 

Patients should not be denied the right to better treatment and 
innovation simply because of unpaid bills from public authorities 
to innovation centres. Now, the European parliament has the 
power to give a strong signal to patients and to the innovation 
sector in Europe by voting for change that obligates prompt 
payment, thus insuring proper funding for research and develop-
ment to address the EU’s burgeoning health challenges. 

“The EU can make a difference by taking 
decisive action against late payment”
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M
ore than two hundred amendments. That was 
the response I received for my report on com-
bating late payment. On some issues, such 
as compensation for recovery costs and an 
exemption for hospitals, a compromise seems 
to be within easy reach. Other areas are far 

more critical. Should public authorities and private compa-
nies be treated equally and, if so, in which respects? How 
will sanctions be included in the directive? Even individual 
political groups within the parliament tabled contradictory 
amendments concerning these questions. Bearing all this 
in mind, I decided that a postponement of the vote in the 
IMCO committee was inevitable. 

With the new date set for 28 April there is now more time 
to sort out the different political groups’ positions, so we can 
work towards compromises and look to achieve a successful 
result. I am sure that everybody is aware of the harsh eco-
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nomic environment SMEs are currently operating in, such 
as the difficulties they have maintaining liquidity. The EU 
can make a difference by taking decisive action against late 
payment. I am confident that we can come up with a sound 
agreement. Nevertheless, the outcome of the vote is, for the 
time being, up in the air. 
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