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Automotive suppliers remain subject to scrutiny by cartel 
authorities around the world 
 
Ongoing investigations because of alleged illegal price fixing and market partitioning 
 
 
In early June 2011, the European 
Commission (“Commission“) carried out 
dawn raids at the premises of several 
companies that supply car seatbelts, 
airbags and steering wheels. Two weeks 
ago the Commission opened investigations 
into the market for starters, ignitions and 
alternators. It is the latest step of the 
Commission and other cartel authorities 
worldwide in investigating alleged anti-
competitive behaviour among suppliers to 
the automotive industry. 
 
Automotive electrical and electronic 
components 
 
The recent series of investigations began in 
February 2010 when the Commission 
conducted unannounced inspections at the 
premises of suppliers active in the sector of 
automotive electrical and electronic distribution 
systems (especially “wiring harnesses”, the 
"central nervous system" of a car, linking the 
car's computers to the various relevant 
functions in the vehicle) in several Member 
States including Germany, France and the 
UK.1 Although the Commission did not identify 
the companies concerned, it is known that 
Denso, Lear, German Leoni Group, Systems 
Technologies Europe, and Yazaki were raided. 
The Commission has reason to believe that the 
companies concerned may have violated EU 
antitrust rules that prohibit cartels and 
restrictive business practices (Art. 101 of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union and Art. 53 of the Agreement on the 
European Economic Area). 

 
The raids were part of a global probe which 
was coordinated with several foreign 
competition authorities. On behalf of the US 
                                                                        

1 Case COMP/39.748, MEMO/10/49. 

Department of Justice (“DOJ”) the FBI raided 
the offices of three parts suppliers of Toyota, 
namely Yazaki North America, Denso 
International and Tokai Rita. The fact that all 
suppliers raided in the USA are situated in the 
Detroit area raised the question by the press 
about whether the investigation was triggered 
by complaints from (local) automotive 
manufacturers. Japan’s Fair Trade 
Commission conducted raids at the offices of 
Yazaki, Sumitomo Electric Industries and 
Furukawa Electric, all of which are automotive 
parts suppliers associated with Toyota. 
 
According to public information, the ongoing 
investigations concern price fixing and look at 
whether the suppliers have illegally divided 
business with their customers, the OEMs. 
 
Automotive occupant safety systems 
 
Following unannounced inspections of 
companies active in the manufacturing, supply 
and distribution of piston engines by the 
Commission in May 2011 (including inter alia 
MAN, General Electric, Tognum and 
Caterpillar)2, the authorities drew their attention 
to suppliers of so called “automotive occupant 
safety systems” in June, also suspecting them 
of having formed a possible cartel. The 
Commission as well as the DOJ conducted 
raids at the premises of several suppliers of 
seatbelts, airbags and steering wheels and 
sent requests for information.3 
 
As in February 2010, the authorities did not 
identify the companies concerned. However, 
Swedish Autoliv announced that it was among 
the companies which have been raided in 
Germany and that it received requests for 

                                                                        
2 Case COMP/39.894, MEMO/11/355. 
3 MEMO/11/395. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

information from the European and the US 
authority. US-based TRW Automotive Holdings 
Corp. confirmed its involvement with the 
investigation, stating that it received requests 
for information from the Commission as well as 
a grand jury subpoena from the DOJ’s Antitrust 
Division requesting documents and 
information. Both authorities have reason to 
believe that the companies concerned may 
have violated antitrust laws prohibiting cartels 
and restrictive business practices. It is known 
from the FBI’s search warrant on TK Holdings, 
the North American subsidiary of Japanese 
Takada, also supplying seatbelts and airbags 
to the automotive industry, that the FBI was 
looking for any communications between 
Takata and its competitors dating back to 
January 2005. Whether the investigation is 
directly linked to the ongoing investigation as 
regards the electrical and electronic 
components, as TRW understands it, was not 
yet confirmed. 
 
Automotive starters, ignitions and alternators 
 
Two weeks ago, several companies including 
inter alia Mitsubishi Electric and Hitachi 
confirmed the receipt of information requests 
by the Commission seeking information on 
possible anticompetitive conduct on the market 
for starters, ignitions, alternators, ballast and 
other components used in cars. The 
Commission’s investigation is very likely to be 
connected with dawn raids carried out by the 
Japanese Fair Trade Commission in mid-
February at the premises of Denso, Hitachi 
and Mitsubishi Electric on the very same 
market. 
 
Possible consequences 

If found guilty, the companies concerned face 
fines by the European Commission of up to 
10% of their global annual turnover. Criminal 
sanctions for cartel activity in the US include 
significant fines and imprisonment of several 
years. Companies that cooperate with the 
authorities by providing information relating to 
the cartel can qualify for the respective 
leniency programme of the authorities and may 
therefore receive amnesty or a reduction of the 
fines.  
 
Investigations into cartel activities often take 
more than a year even up to several years 
depending on the complexity of the case and 
the amount of cooperation the authorities 
receive from the companies involved. First 
decisions in the ongoing cases may therefore 
be expected in the course of next year at the 
earliest. 

Comment 
 
The numerous and recent investigations into 
alleged anti-competitive behaviour of 
companies active in the automotive industry - 
especially but not limited to suppliers4 - show 
that the whole industry is under ongoing 
scrutiny of the Commission and national cartel 
authorities around the world. It appears more 
than likely that the inspections by the 
authorities will be extended to other sectors of 
the automotive supply industry. Companies 
concerned should therefore be prepared to 
show that their business behaviour is in 
accordance with national and European 
competition law. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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. 

                                                                        

4 In January 2011, the Commission conducted raids at the 
premises of European manufacturers of commercial ve-
hicles such as MAN, Scania, Volvo, Daimler, Renault and 
Iveco (MEMO/11/29), companies which are partly also 
subject to investigation by the UK’s Office of Fair Trading 
which launched a probe into truckmakers in September 
2010 (CE/9349-10). Both authorities suspect illegal price 
fixing. 
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