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The Jutland Corridor
Knowledge of how industries develop is crucial for creating coherent 
and effective regional development programs that target businesses 
in the Jutland Corridor.

The analysis ”Exports from Western Denmark” focuses on the small 
and medium-sized companies in Denmark, their exports, and the trade 
patterns across Danish municipalities and regions. The analysis points 
to the importance of small and medium-sized enterprises for creating 
strong cross-border links, and it emphasizes the special importance of 
small and medium-sized export companies for Western Denmark.

The analysis is part of the Jutland Corridor cooperation. This part-
nership works to create a common knowledge base that contribute 
to the strategic development of the Western Denmark development 
corridor that stretches from Hamburg to Southern Norway. 

The potential of SME 
exports
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are the backbone of Da-
nish industry. They play an important role in employment and growth, 
particularly in Western Denmark, where SMEs account for more than 
half of private employment.

This report analyzes SME export activity on a detailed level, and 
shows that a very large proportion of SME exports originate from 
companies located in Western Denmark. The report puts a special 
focus on the export of commodities to Germany, which is Denmark’s 
largest export market. The analysis documents the special role of 
the Jutland Corridor and its potential for strengthening trade with 
Germany and thus the opportunities for continued growth and 
development in Western Denmark. Further to this point, the analysis 
documents that SMEs predominantly export to nearby markets. Con-
sequently, policies that stimulate ties across borders are likely to fuel 
growth in trade and employment.

Denmark has embraced globalization, and trade with the world around 
us increases year by year. Large companies account for about half of 
the Danish exports, but the other half comes from companies with 
fewer than 250 employees. In an international context, this is a large 
proportion - and above average among OECD countries.

2

THE JUTLAND CORRIDOR EXPORTS

THE JUTLAND CORRIDOR  – – –  STRONG CONNECTIONS CREATES OPPORTUNITIES



3

THE JUTLAND CORRIDOR EXPORTS

THE EXPORTS OF SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED FIRMS



4

THE JUTLAND CORRIDOR EXPORTS

THE JUTLAND CORRIDOR  – – –  STRONG CONNECTIONS CREATES OPPORTUNITIES



Western Denmark leads SME exports

The Danish economy is characterized by significant 
international trade, which contributes to creating va-
lue for society. Currently, exports represent more than 
half of gross domestic product (GDP), and the propor-
tion has increased steadily over the past 50 years.

The large companies account for the largest share of 
exports, but in an international perspective, the SME 
share of export value   is high and SMEs account for a 
large proportion of employment. Perhaps the most 
important thing is that SMEs play a crucial role in job 
creation and job destruction.

Many SMEs are exporters, and exports are often the 
first steps SMEs take into the international marketpla-
ce. Therefore, exports are particularly important for 
an SMEs development trajectory.

SMEs’ exports are mainly to the close markets, and 
exports to the close markets are very important for 
their internationalization. It is in the close markets 
that they build knowledge and competence regarding 
export activity. It is knowledge that stimulates their 
continued expansion on the international
markets.

This analysis focuses on SMEs’ exports of commoditi-
es, and especially on the differences between Eastern 
and Western Denmark.

The Western Danish SMEs export more than their 
counterparts in the east, and they are particularly 
committed to building a large German export market.

Among other things, the analysis shows that:

• Western Denmark accounts for much of the 
SME exports: 69 pct. of SME exports originate 
from companies west of the Great Belt.

• Most of SMEs export go to the close markets. 
Germany, Sweden, Norway and the UK account 
for 50 pct. of SME exports.

• Proximity to the market matters - for example, 
Southern Denmark’s SMEs have the largest 
share of SME exports to Germany, 36 pct. of 
the total.

• 77 pct. of SME exports to Germany come from 
Western Denmark.

• The 10 largest product groups account for 64 
pct. of SME exports.

• Export of machines accounts for the largest 
share of SME exports: 17 pct. of the total.

The analysis demonstrates that the backbone of SME 
exports goes through the Jutland Corridor, and that it 
is especially true for exports to Germany.

Overall, the analysis supports that regional develop-
ment policies that target SMEs may benefit from a 
local and regional perspective, and efforts focusing 
on cross-border relations should emphasize close 
markets.
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More SME-jobs in
Western Denmark

Western Denmark accounts for 54 pct. of total SME employment, and here SMEs account for 
51 pct. of the private sector jobs compared to 43 pct. in Eastern Denmark. In Region Zealand 
SMEs account for 55 pct. of the employment, the highest share, compared to 53 pct. in Southern 
Denmark. SMEs account for the lowest proportion of private employment in the Capital Region, 
where SMEs only account for 40% of private employment. Thus, SMEs have an overall higher 
impact on growth and development in Western Denmark.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the total private employment in SMEs by administrative region and the SME share of the total 
private employment in each region in 2016
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Manufacturing accounts for 
most of the exports and the 
jobs are in Western Denmark

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from the CVR-register
Note: The figure shows the manufacturing employment by municipality in the second half year of 2017

Manufacturing and wholesale trade companies lay the foundation for Danish exports. Manufac-
turing accounts for 58 pct. of exports in 2016, and its employment is concentrated in the munici-
palities of the three regions in Western Denmark. Just 4 of the 25 municipalities with the largest 
manufacturing employment are located in Eastern Denmark, while Western Denmark accounts 
for the rest.

Top quintile
Second highest quintile
Middle quintile
Second lowest quintile
Bottom quintile

Lorem ipsum
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Trading companies account for 
35 pct. of exports

Wholesale trade is the second largest export sector, and accounts for 35 pct. of the exports of 
commodities. The sector’s employment is largest in the major cities, but is generally strong in 
Western Denmark. Compared to manufacturing employment, however, the jobs in wholesale 
trade are more evenly distributed throughout the country.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from the CVR-register
Note: The figure shows the total employment in wholesale trade by municipality in 2017
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69 pct. of SME exports are from 
Western Denmark

In total, Western Denmark accounts for 69 pct. of SME exports. Central Denmark and Southern 
Denmark have the largest shares with 28 pct. each. Zealand has the smallest share of 7 pct. The 
total SME exports are estimated at 156 billion DKK, of which the 10 largest commodity groups 
account for a total export of almost 100 billion. which amounts to 64 pct. of total SME exports.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows SME exports by administrative region in 2017
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76%
Industrial machinery accounts
for 17 pct. of SME exports.
76 pct. of SME exports of 
machinery originate from 
Western Denmark.
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Top 10 commodity groups
account for 64 pct. of total
SME exports

The largest commodity group in SME exports is general industrial machinery and parts, accoun-
ting for 10 pct. of total SME exports. In total, the 10 largest commodity groups account for 64 
pct. of total SME exports. Exports of machinery specialized for different industries is the third 
largest export product with 7 pct. of SME exports, and in total exports of machinery in the two 
commodity groups constitute 17 pct. of SME exports.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the top 10 commodity group’s shares of total SME commodity exports in 2017
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Regional specialization creates
potential for growth

The administrative regions have different degrees of specialization in SME exports. Therefore, 
SMEs in the five regions have different export potential. North Denmark accounts for 56 pct. of 
exports of seafood, while 45 pct. of furniture exports originate from Central Denmark. Southern 
Denmark has a 41 pct. share of the exports of specialty machines, while the Capital Region 
account for 55 pct. of the exports of technical and scientific instruments. The Region of Zea-
land has no special strength in SME exports, which is in line with their overall low SME exports. 
The Region of Zealand holds its largest share of exported commodities in general industrial 
machinery and parts, but with 30 pct. of the exports of these commodities, Southern Denmark 
commands the largest share of exports of general machinery and parts.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows SME exports in the commodity group where the administrativ region holds the largest share of 
exports in 2017
Remark: With a share of 30 pct. of the exports of general machinery the Region of Southern Denmark holds the largest 
overall share
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SMEs from Western Denmark’s 
municipalities have higher 
exports

The SMEs in the Western Danish municipalities have the largest exports when this is calculated 
in value. Apart from the municipalities of Rudersdal and Copenhagen, the other municipalities in 
the top quintile are all from Western Denmark. With 9.6 billion DKK in SME exports, Copenhagen 
has the largest export, while Aalborg (DKK 7.5 billion), Aarhus (DKK 7.2 billion) and Odense (DKK 
5.4 billion) follow in the next places.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the distribution of value of SME exports by municipality in 2017
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14

THE JUTLAND CORRIDOR EXPORTS

THE JUTLAND CORRIDOR  – – –  STRONG CONNECTIONS CREATES OPPORTUNITIES



SMEs from Western Denmark’s 
municipalities are more often 
export active

The SMEs in the Western Danish municipalities are most likely to export in terms of the number 
of exporting SMEs that are located in the municipality. But the number of municipalities from 
Eastern Denmark, and particularly the Capital Region, that enter the top quintile increases with 
this measure of export activity.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the distribution of number of exporting SMEs by municipality in 2017
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51%
SMEs export to markets that are 
geographically close. The four 
largest SME export markets are 
Germany, Sweden, Norway and 
the UK. These countries account 
for 51 pct. of total SME exports.
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SMEs mostly export  
to neighboring markets

Germany is the largest market for SME exports with a total share of 19 pct. of which 15 pct. 
originates from Western Denmark. Top 10 markets account for 76 pct. of total SME exports.  8 of 
these are EU countries (59 pct). The US accounts for 5 ptc. and Norway for 11 pct. It is therefore 
clear that  SMEs tend to export to markets that are geographically proximate.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the top 10 export markets for SME exports of commodities in 2017 and the shares of Western Danish
companies of the total SME exports to each country.
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Germany is the largest trading 
partner for Denmark

Germany is Denmark’s largest trading partner with total exports of commodities and services 
of 140 billion DKK in 2017 and imports of 175 billion DKK of commodities and services. A total of 
14 pct. of Danish commodity exports and 10 pct. of service exports go to Germany, while 21 pct 
of commodity imports and 11 pct. of service imports originate from Germany. 75 pct. of imports 
from Germany consist of commodities, while 68 pct. of exports to Germany consist of commo-
dities. Denmark’s total imports consist of 60 pct. commodities, while Denmark’s total exports 
consist of 61 pct. commodities. Exports to Germany are thus 40 pct. higher than the exports to 
Sweden. Sweden is the second largest importer of Danish commodities and services. The value 
of imports from Germany are 66 pct. higher than the imports from Sweden.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the value of foreign trade with the 5 largest trading partners in 2017 (million DKK).
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Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The illustration shows SME exports to Germany, Sweden, Norway and the
UK divided into Eastern and Western Denmark in 2017

WEST EAST

28% 
more SME exports to 
Germany than to Sweden

Germany is the largest market for Danish SME exports, about 19 pct. 
of the total. SME exports to Sweden account for 15 pct. SME exports to 
Germany are 28 pct. higher than exports to Sweden. Norway and the 
UK occupy the next two places on the rankings.
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77%
of SMEs exports to Germany come 
from Western Denmark

The Western Danish companies account for more than half of the Danish exports to Germany, 
that is, 56 pct. against Eastern Denmark’s 44 pct. For SME exports, the difference is even more 
pronounced: The companies that are located in Western Denmark account for 77 pct. of SME 
exports to Germany.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows SME exports to Germany divided into Western and Eastern Denmark shares

23,2
Bn. DKK

77%

7,0 
Bn. DKK

23%

21

THE JUTLAND CORRIDOR EXPORTS

THE EXPORTS OF SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED FIRMS



Western Denmark leads SME 
exports to Germany

77 pct. of the total SME exports to Germany originate from the three Western Danish regions,
of which SMEs in South Denmark account for the largest share, namely 36 pct. SMEs from 
Western Denmark therefore have a particularly strong market presence in Germany. The share 
of SME exports to Germany is smallest in the region of Zealand, 5 pct. of the total which is less 
than half of the share of SMEs in North Denmark where the population is smaller.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the distribution of SME exports to Germany by administrative region in 2017
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33 pct. of SME exports to
Germany originate from just 10
municipalities in Western Denmark

9 out of the 10 municipalities with the largest SME exports to Germany are from Western Den-
mark, and the 10 most exporting municipalities in Western Denmark account for 33 pct. of SME 
exports. With an export of 1,7 billion DKK to Germany, Kolding municipality has the largest share 
of SME exports to Germany. Aarhus (DKK 1.3 billion), Copenhagen (DKK 1,3 billion) and Vejle 
(DKK 0,9 billion) follow in the next places. There is further evidence that proximity to the market 
is important for SMEs when Guldborgsund municipality on the islands of Falster and Lolland 
south of Zealand moves into the top quintile of exports to Germany considering that the munici-
pality ranks in the bottom quintile with regards to SME exports in general.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the distribution of SME exports to Germany by municipality in 2017
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Western Denmark have the 
most SMEs with exports to
Germany

In terms of the number of SMEs with exports to Germany, the Western Danish SMEs are most 
likely to export to Germany, and only Copenhagen is the only Eastern Danish municipality to 
enter the top quintile. A large proportion of the other Western Danish municipalities are in the 
second highest quintile.

Source: The Region of Southern Denmark based on data from Statistics Denmark
Note: The figure shows the distribution of SMEs with exports to Germany by municipality by municipality in 2017
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Data
The data used in this analysis originate from custom 
tabulations of classified register data that Statistics 
Denmark makes available for research purposes. 
The data were provided by e-Statistik. Additional 
data were drawn from the CVR register. The analysis 
also uses data from Statistics Denmark’s Statistics 
Bank for general export data. 

Discretioned data
The aggregated data in the analysis are generated 
based on the individual companies’ exports of com-
modities. In some cases, there are fewer than three 
companies exporting a specific item in a particular 
municipality, and here the data are discretioned. 
Discretioned data means that there is a residual 
export that cannot be distributed by commodity and 
municipality. The extent of this is approx. 20 billion 
DKK. 

Definition of SMEs
Statistics Denmark calculates exports by company 
size, and in order to be classified as an SME, a com-
pany must have fewer than 250 employees. When 

Statistics Denmark calculates the exports of SMEs, 
it is only the employment criterion that is included. 
In contrast, SMEs are defined by the European 
Commission as companies with fewer than 250 
employees and a turnover of less than 50 million. 
EUR, or a total balance sheet total of less than 43 
million EUR.

The importance of this extra criterion the European 
Commission uses is substantial. When Statistics 
Denmark calculates revenue by export value, the 
100 most exporting companies have half of total 
exports, while the 204 companies with at least 
250 employees 46 pct. of total exports. These data 
suggest that a definition of SMEs based solely on 
the number of employees will give a false picture of 
the SMEs exports. The differences can be seen in 
the two tables. 

This analysis employs the European Commission’s 
definition of SMEs on the basis that it provides the 
most accurate picture of SMEs export activity. 
One consequence of this choice is that the analysis 
estimates the SME share of total exports to 28 pct. 
and not 46 pct.

Concepts and methods

The exports of commodities by firm size 2016
Firms

(number)
Value

(mn. DKK)
Share of
exports

0-9 employees 8.226 36.173 6%

10-49 employees 3.300 89.406 14%

50-249 employees 1.048 151.650 24%

250 employees or more 204 293.045 46%

Unknown 2.280 70.248 11%

Total 15.058 640.521 100%

Source: Statistics Denmark, http://www.statistikbanken.dk/DKTEC1

The export of commodities by export value 2016
Value

(mn. DKK)
Share of
exports

Top 5 firms 118.107 18%

Top 10 firms 160.939 25%

Top 20 firms 200.542 31%

Top 50 firms 265.252 41%

Top 100 firms 323.394 50%

Top 500 firms 470.954 74%

Top 1000 firms 532.829 83%

Total 640.521 100%

Kilde: Statistics Denmark, http://www.statistikbanken.dk/DKTEC3
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