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2016 in review: EU cartel fines with all-time high 
 

European Commission imposed cartel fines totaling EUR 3.73 billion, the lion’s share 
accounting for the trucks cartel 
 

The cartel fines imposed by the EU Commis-
sion for violations of Art. 101 TFEU reached 
a clear all-time high in 2016. According to its 
cartel statistics published on the DG Compe-
tition website1, the Brussels based competi-
tion authority fined 16 companies in 6 cartel 
cases. It imposed fines in the total amount of 
EUR 3.73 billion which is even more than in 
the two previous record years 2012 (EUR 1.88 
billion) and 2014 (EUR 1.69 billion) combined. 
The trucks cartel alone accounted for EUR 
2.93 billion and is now by far the most heavily 
fined cartel ever – yet not the sole infringe-
ment punished by the EU Commission last 
year. 
 
General overview 

After a relatively calm year 2015 during which 
the EU Commission “only” imposed EUR 365 
million in fines, the sanctions for violating Art. 
101 TFEU were in 2016 over 10 times higher 
than in the preceding year. Notably, the 2016 
record fines were addressed to only 16 compa-
nies2, while 21 companies shared the considera-
bly lower fines in 2015. In 2016, the EU Commis-
sion concluded 6 cartel cases (compared to 5 in 
2015). 

It follows that only rather few companies were 
fined in 2016 and that the fines imposed per 
company, however, were enormous: some 
EUR 233 million per addressee on average 
(compared to EUR 17 million in 2015).  

The trucks cartel is certainly outstanding. With 
fines totaling EUR 2.93 billion, it makes up the 
lion’s share – more specifically 78,5 % – of the 
year’s total amount. This fine is almost twice the 
amount of the all-time second ranked cathode 
ray tubes cartel3 of 2012 (EUR 1.47 billion; low-
ered by the General Court to EUR 1.41 billion). 
The individual fines of two of the truck producers 
make them the companies with the highest and 
second highest fine imposed by the EU Commis-
sion so far (Daimler: EUR 1 billion; DAF: EUR 
                                                                        
1 See http://ec.europa.eu/competition/cartels/statistics/sta-
tistics.pdf; last update: 13 December 2016. 
2 As counted by the EU Commission: including immunity re-
cipients; different entities of the same group count as one 
company. 

752 million). Four participants of the trucks cartel 
– Volvo/Renault and Iveco rank sixth and sev-
enth – are now among the top 10 of the compa-
nies sanctioned with the highest cartel fines. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: EU Commission. 

 
The trucks cartel in more detail 

On 19 July 2016, the EU Commission concluded 
its proceedings against MAN, Volvo/Renault, 
Daimler, Iveco and DAF and found the five truck 
producers liable for participating in a cartel that 
lasted for 14 years.4 The companies inter alia 
colluded on “gross list prices” (the factory prices 
as set by each truck producer) for medium and 
heavy trucks from 1997 until 2011.  

VW subsidiary MAN revealed the existence of 
the cartel to the EU Commission and thus 
avoided a fine. Absent its status as immunity re-
cipient, MAN would have been, even above 
Daimler and DAF, the company with the highest 
cartel fine (~ EUR 1.2 billion). Iveco, Daimler and 
Volvo/Renault also received reductions under 
the Commission’s leniency notice ranging from 
10 to 40 %. In addition, these five truck produc-
ers agreed to settle the case by accepting their 
wrongdoing and were each granted a (further) 
10 % reduction of the fine.  

3 Actually two cartels: one for TV and one for monitor tubes. 
4 COM, Press release of 19 July 2016, IP/16/2582. 
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A sixth truck producer that allegedly participated 
in the cartel, VW subsidiary Scania, opted 
against the Commission’s settlement procedure. 
This company is still under investigation by the 
EU Commission –  which may increase the total 
fine imposed on the trucks cartel even further. 
 
Overview of the other five cartels  

Already on 27 January 2016, the EU Commis-
sion fined Japanese car parts producers 
Mitsubishi Electric and Hitachi a total of EUR 138 
million for participating in a cartel relating to al-
ternators and starters. The companies coordi-
nated prices and allocated customers for over 5 
years (September 2004 – February 2010).5 For 
revealing the cartel to the EU Commission a third 
company, Denso, received immunity. All three 
cartel members chose to settle the case. 

The following two cartel cases were concluded 
with rather small fines: Food company Riberebro 
was found liable by the EU Commission on 6 
April 2016 for participating in the canned mush-
rooms cartel and fined EUR 5.2 million.6 Ri-
berebro as well as Lutèce, Prochamp and Bon-
duelle coordinated prices and allocated custom-
ers for nearly one and a half years (September 
2010 – February 2012). Unlike Riberebro, the 
other cartel members opted for settlements and 
were thus fined by the EU Commission already 
in June 2014 a total of EUR 32 million, with 
Lutèce being granted immunity.  

For the same reasons it was only Pometon that 
the EU Commission on 25 May 2016 fined EUR 
6.2 million for coordinating prices of steel abra-
sives for almost four years.7 While Pometon 
opted against the settlement procedure, Ervin, 
Winoa, Metalltechnik Schmidt and Eisenwerk 
Würth were found liable for their participation in 
the cartel (which lasted in total from autumn 
2003 until June 2010) already in April 2014. 
Ervin revealed the existence of the cartel and 
was thus not fined; the other companies shared 
a EUR 31 million fine. 

After handing down the trucks cartel decision in 
July 2016, the EU Commission completed the 
year by imposing further, heavy fines on two car-
tels. On 7 December 2016, Crédit Agricole, 
HSBC and JPMorgan Chase were fined a total 
of EUR 485 million  for colluding on euro interest 
rate derivative price elements over a period of al-
most three years (September 2005 – May 
2008).8 Already in December 2013, Deutsche 
Bank, Société Générale and RBS were fined for 
participating in the same cartel following the set-
tlement procedure a total of EUR 825 million, 
while Barclays avoided a fine under the Commis-
sion’s leniency notice.  

                                                                        
5 COM, Press release of 27 January 2016, IP/16/173. 
6 COM, Press release of 6 April 2016, IP/16/1261. 
7 COM, Press release of 25 May 2016, IP/16/1907. 

Lastly, Sony, Panasonic and Sanyo faced sanc-
tions in the total amount of EUR 166 million for 
coordinating prices and exchanging sensitive in-
formation.9 On 12 December 2016, the EU Com-
mission found the three companies as well as 
Samsung SDI (this case’s immunity recipient) li-
able for participating in a cartel relating to re-
chargeable batteries that lasted for almost four 
years (February 2004 – November 2007). The 
companies agreed to settle the case. 
 
Comment 

All cartel cases discussed above started with an 
immunity applicant, i.e. a company reporting its 
own illegal conduct and, to the extent possible, 
that of the co-cartelists to the authority. Even 
though some of the companies continued to de-
fend their cases before the EU Commission, the 
vast majority of the cartelists accused by their 
competitors accepted their wrongdoing.  

It follows that a cartel procedure triggered by an 
immunity application has a very high chance of 
resulting in fines. In order to avoid such an un-
pleasant situation, more and more companies in-
vest in state-of-the-art compliance systems 
which include, inter alia, regular audits of busi-
nesses for proper behavior under antitrust laws.  

While this may solve the issue of fines, it does 
not protect from “follow-on” damage claims 
which cartelists increasingly face. Early experi-
ence shows, however, that being the first in the 
cartel procedure often means to be the first in 
settlement negotiations with damage claimants. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This publication is intended to highlight issues. It is not intended to 
be comprehensive nor to provide legal advice. Any liability which 
might arise from the reliance on the information is excluded. 
 

8 COM, Press release of 7 December 2016, IP/16/4304. 
9 COM, Press release of 12 December 2016, IP/16/4356. 
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