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"Enabling SME Growth: De-bureaucratisation and the strategic role of notaries for SMEs”

Conclusion Paper on the bilateral expert event within the framework of the EU SME Week 
The bilateral expert event, jointly organised by the Austrian Chamber of Civil-Law Notaries (ÖNK) and the Italian Notarial Chamber (CNN) within the framework of the European SME Week, convened key stakeholders, including representatives from the Austrian and Italian notariat, political decision-makers, as well as business representatives. 
The event opened with welcome remarks from President of CNN, Vito Pace, Vice-president of ÖNK, Marcella Handl, and counsellor of CNN, Giovanni Liotta. This was followed by a presentation by Daniela Boggiali, legal expert at CNN, giving an overview of Italian company law. The first panel focused on “Reducing Bureaucracy and Digital One-Stop-Shop Solutions for SMEs”, with Andreas Tschugguel (vice-president of ÖNK, Notary in Vienna), Dario Restuccia (Notary, Milan), Rosa Maria d’Antuono (Italian Ministry of Justice), and Ornella Di Benedetto (Director Commercial Section of Austrian Embassy, Avvocato) as speakers. The second panel addressed “Business Succession and Generational Change.” Speakers were Andreas Tschugguel (vice-president of ÖNK, Notary in Vienna), David Ockl (Notary, Bolzano/Merano) and Ornella Di Benedetto (Director Commercial Section of Austrian Embassy, Avvocato). The sessions were moderated by Simona D’Alessio (journalist, amongst others for ANSA, Italia Oggi).
The discussion centred around how notaries effectively support Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) throughout their life-cycle – from the founding process via daily business transactions to business transfers. Moreover, the event highlighted the value of bilateral as well as interprofessional exchange. This paper presents respective key insights and conclusions.
Summary of key aspects and next steps
· Notaries play a crucial role in reducing bureaucracy and ensuring legal certainty for SMEs.
· Further digitalisation, one-stop-shop solutions, and cross-border cooperation were identified as continuous key priorities for the future.
· Business transfers are major challenges for SMEs, as about half of all companies will be transferred within the next ten years and will require tailor-made solutions.
· Notaries are strategic partners for SMEs, contributing not only to legal security but also to business continuity and competitiveness in Europe.
· The event reaffirmed the strong bilateral relationship between Austria and Italy, with plans for an exchange visit of Italian notaries to Austria to present the Austrian model of online company formation.
Tailor-made legal counselling throughout the business life-cycle
The event stressed the importance of notaries in supporting SMEs throughout their entire lifecycle: from company formation to business transfer. With around 15,000 capital companies established annually in Austria, many of which are SMEs, notaries are strongly involved in facilitating these processes. Notaries provide tailor-made legal advice, thus individually guiding their clients through complex situations, such as when founding a company for the first time or when preparing business transfers.
The event underlined, that the notaries role is to truly understand what entrepreneurs need. Through consultation, they are able to identify the client’s intentions and provide appropriate, more suitable, advice and solutions than potentially provided by standard templates or AI generated drafts. Even when companies initially seek a simple standard form, the notary’s professional advice helps them make informed choices, often leading to better outcomes.
Reduction of bureaucracy while upholding legal certainty (speed vs soundness)
Another critical point discussed was the importance of reducing bureaucracy to foster SME growth. Notaries can be seen as key actors in the effort to simplify administrative procedures without sacrificing legal protections, as the Austrian model of a one-stop-shop exemplifies: It allows entrepreneurs to complete the company formation in a fast and efficient manner directly through the notary.
Participants emphasised that speed must never come at the expense of quality and reliability. A rapid company formation should always be accompanied by sound legal advice. While standard templates may appear efficient, they cannot replace individual legal counselling and tailor-made solutions – the complexity can be removed from a contract but not from people’s lives. As several experts noted, the time and effort saved at the beginning often lead to costly legal complications later on. The goal is not merely fast company formation, but good company formation.
Legal certainty ex ante is also essential for business transfers. Italian experts emphasised that, in some cases, banks require that transfer arrangements have already been put in place to ensure security and continuity, which can complicate processes. Notaries play a key role in conducting due diligence checks to ensure the absence of potential inheritance or ownership disputes. Furthermore, company registers, as maintained and verified by notaries, guarantee the reliability and authenticity of corporate data.
Considering and balancing all interests involved
Company law does concern parties beyond entrepreneurs and shareholders – it also concerns employees, creditors, and other stakeholders linked to the public interest. This broader perspective must be kept in mind also when designing new legal initiatives.
Moreover, it was underlined that in discussions about modernisation and digitalisation, the social function of the notariat must not be overlooked. Notaries are public office holders and have the duty to work towards well balanced solutions. In addition, they remain a vital local point of contact, making them one of the last “local service providers” e.g. in rural or economically disadvantaged areas. Their accessibility ensures that legal support is available throughout Austria’s regions. Over recent years, Austrian notaries have successfully developed an efficient one-stop-shop system, offering nearly all notarial services digitally and seamlessly, however have always remained locally and personally present with a service oriented-approach. 


Digitalisation of notarial services while keeping it personal
An important topic discussed was the integration of digital tools into notarial practices. Both Austria and Italy have worked towards embracing digitalisation in order to improve efficiency of procedures without compromising on legal certainty. 
The event highlighted, that digital signatures and electronic transmissions of documents are now integral to the notarial practice, enhancing speed and efficiency with (for Austria: 17,000 digital signatures in Q2 and over 20,000 in Q3). At the same time, participants emphasised that data security must remain a priority, especially in the context of cross-border electronic transmissions and company transformations. 
Moreover, technical points for improvement were brought up. For example, business representatives noted that sometimes operational difficulties in using Austrian digital signatures (which are officially recognised in italy) arise on certain platforms, which may result in obstacles for the timely and uncomplicated conduct of the relevant administrative procedures. They additionally highlighted that exclusive reliance on digital platforms for said procedures can sometimes be an obstacle. In this vein, personal human contact remains essential for resolving technical bottlenecks and ensuring practical access to the relevant platforms and services.  
The digital company formation in Italy and Austria, with notaries acting as a one-stop-shop and companies being registered online in no more than 48 hours, was presented as a best practice and further bilateral exchange on it was planned.
Cross-border cooperation
With the EU's efforts to foster a more integrated Single Market, the event also emphasised the importance of cross-border cooperation among notaries. It is essential to foster knowledge about the systems in other countries as well as bilateral support and cooperation. The event highlighted the importance of consistent and secure notarial practices across member states and the benefits of a forum for exchange. The e-Justice portal discussed during the event was highlighted as a tool for facilitating cross-border legal operations and further fostering cooperation between notarial chambers.
Legal Certainty as key factor for competitiveness for SMEs
Legal certainty and planning stability are essential for the competitiveness of SMEs. Notaries play a key role in guaranteeing legal certainty and ensuring that business transactions and corporate structures are legally sound, reliable and transparent.
Notaries, as legal experts, act as gatekeepers by verifying identities and providing documentation that guarantees the accuracy and legality of business actions, such as company incorporations or shareholder agreements. This ensures reliability and trust, also with regard to cross-border activities. The event underscored that legal certainty ex-ante, with the notaries in their function of public preventive control, can mitigate risks and disputes and thus also significantly reducing back-end costs otherwise potentially arising for resolving legal disputes.
It was emphasised that despite innovation, the fundamental principle of legal certainty must not be compromised. Notaries play an essential role in ensuring that while processes become faster, they remain legally certain. Legal certainty must not be seen as an obstacle, but rather it is a key prerequisite for competitiveness. Anything that is legally certain ex ante does not require subsequent control.
Conclusion: Guarantors of legal certainty and for innovation
The event highlighted the multifaceted role of notaries in fostering SME growth and competitiveness by ensuring legal certainty, efficiency, and innovation. Notaries are integral to facilitating administrative processes, also in their role as one-stop-shops in company formation, ensuring smooth transitions between generations, and supporting cross-border business activities.
One of the key takeaways was that notaries act as both gatekeepers and guarantors of legal certainty, upholding values of reliability and trust, as well as drivers of innovation. The Italian and Austrian notarial bodies are active in advancing the digitisation of services and analysing further potential to support businesses and SMEs in particular.
By fostering bilateral collaboration and sharing best practices between Austria and Italy, the event has underscored the potential of cross-border as well as interprofessional exchange in enhancing the notarial services available to SMEs throughout Europe.
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