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  Igniting entrepreneurial potential: UNCTAD Empretec in 
the age of transformation 

  Summary prepared by the UNCTAD secretariat 

1. In her opening remarks, the Director, Division on Investment and Enterprise of 

UNCTAD, highlighted the impact of the UNCTAD Empretec programme, with its 

community of 550,000 entrepreneurs in over 40 countries. She stated that Empretec was 

evolving to adapt and serve a more inclusive and sustainable business community with new 

skills, in particular those required to accompany digital transformation and the green 

transition. 

2. The parallel event, following opening remarks by the Director, Division on 

Investment and Enterprise of UNCTAD, featured eight panellists: Minister Plenipotentiary, 

Curaçao; Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and Cooperation, Portugal; Acting Group 

Executive, Business Development Support, Small Enterprise Development and Finance 

Agency, South Africa; Founder and Chief Executive Officer, Klasha; Founder and Chief 

Executive Officer, Mata Logistics; Senior Director, United Nations Affairs and International 

Organizations, Microsoft; Co-Chair, China Carbon Neutral Development Group; and Co-

Founder, Chief Executive Officer, i2Cool. 

3. The first panel discussion considered entrepreneurship and evolving digital and green 

technologies and the second panel discussion considered how entrepreneurship policy tools 

could help build economies that were equitable, inclusive and sustainable. 

4. One panellist noted that, for small island economies, entrepreneurship was not only a 

source of income but a critical path to resilience and growth. Recognizing the limitations of 

a small domestic market, he stressed that export and trade were essential for the economy of 

Curaçao. In this regard, the panellist expressed interest in partnering with UNCTAD on the 

Empretec programme, noting that the Government intended to position Curaçao as an 

entrepreneurship hub and centre of excellence in the Caribbean, using Empretec training and 

digital skills capacity-building. Finally, the panellist stated that, through incentives and 

youth-focused programmes to facilitate business creation, Curaçao intended to retain talent, 

prevent brain drain and entice the diaspora to return. 

5. Another panellist outlined the national strategy in Portugal, which linked education, 

innovation and financing in order to grow start-ups and support scale-ups. She described the 

education framework, which included entrepreneurship in public schools, starting in primary 

school and continuing through vocational and tertiary school, with on-campus incubators and 

university–industry collaboration. A modern legal framework recognized start-ups and scale-

ups, streamlined business creation and introduced fiscal and financial incentives, including 
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to counter brain drain in an economy in which 97 per cent of firms were small and medium-

sized enterprises. Finally, the panellist noted that public procurement was used as a launchpad 

for market entry, particularly in the green and digital sectors, and capacity-building was 

enabled through dedicated programmes and tools. 

6. One panellist emphasized that, in South Africa, given high rates of unemployment, 

particularly among youth, small and medium-sized enterprises were critical with regard to 

job creation and inclusive economic growth. The Small Enterprise Development and Finance 

Agency played a key role in supporting such enterprises through targeted financial and 

technical support, using business diagnostic tools to tailor interventions to the needs of each 

business. The panellist noted that the Agency integrated sustainability and inclusion into its 

strategy, in line with the Sustainable Development Goals, prioritizing women- and youth-

owned businesses, as well those owned by people with disabilities and people living in rural 

areas. The annual plans of the Agency included dedicated targets with regard to supporting 

vulnerable groups and ensuring measurable impacts. 

7. Another panellist shared perspectives of public initiatives that could foster innovation 

and sustainable business growth. She highlighted the importance of policy frameworks that 

lowered barriers to innovation and improved access to data, along with financial mechanisms 

that went beyond traditional loans. Finally, the panellist underlined the role of technology 

and innovation in competitiveness, stressing the need for support and guidance in technology 

adoption, digital skills and intellectual property protection. 

8. One panellist described public initiatives on innovation and sustainable business 

growth, stressing the importance of policy frameworks that lowered barriers to innovation 

and improved access to data, along with financial mechanisms such as blended finance and 

patient capital. Finally, she emphasized the role of technology and innovation in 

competitiveness and the need for support and guidance in this regard. 

9. Another panellist noted that digital platforms, such as cloud-based and artificial 

intelligence-related solutions, could help lower barriers for entrepreneurs and improve 

business efficiency, provided they were accessible, inclusive and adapted to local contexts. 

The panellist emphasized that entrepreneurship support needed to move beyond training, 

towards building communities in which ideas circulated and mentorship was rewarded. 

10. One panellist stated that digital platforms could help reduce barriers faced by 

entrepreneurs and improve business efficiency. He highlighted the importance of connecting 

research to market applications through strengthened collaboration. Finally, he observed that, 

while capital remained available, investors were becoming more selective, underscoring the 

need for start-ups to increase visibility while working on the preparation of an investment 

proposal. 

11. Another panellist concurred that digital platforms could help lower barriers for 

entrepreneurs and improve business efficiency. In addition, the panellist stressed the 

importance of connecting research to market applications through strengthened 

collaborations with incubators, universities and research centres. 

12. In her closing remarks, the Director emphasized UNCTAD experience in building 

ecosystems that supported entrepreneurship, working together with Governments and 

policymakers. She stressed the need, as noted by the panellists, to promote public and private 

partnerships, to further strengthen global networks, including Empretec, and to promote 

multi-stakeholder platforms. 

   


