
Horizontal Agreements and Cartels in EU
Competition Law
In the ever-evolving landscape of the European Union's (EU) economic
sphere, understanding the intricacies of horizontal agreements and cartels
is crucial for businesses and legal practitioners alike. This comprehensive
article delves into the multifaceted world of EU competition law, shedding
light on the complexities surrounding horizontal agreements, cartels, and
their impact on market dynamics.

Defining Horizontal Agreements

Horizontal agreements refer to contractual arrangements between
undertakings operating at the same level in the production or distribution
chain. These undertakings are commonly referred to as competitors, and
such agreements can take various forms, including:
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Price fixing agreements

Market allocation agreements

Output restriction agreements

Boycotts and exclusive dealing arrangements

Cartels: A Concerted Effort to Restrict Competition

Cartels are a specific type of horizontal agreement that involves a
coordinated effort among undertakings to limit competition. Unlike ordinary
horizontal agreements, cartels are illegal and strictly prohibited under EU
competition law. They typically involve the following elements:

Collaboration between competitors

Coordination of business practices

Intention to restrict competition

Antitrust Enforcement: Protecting Market Competition

The European Commission, as the primary enforcer of EU competition law,
actively investigates and prosecutes horizontal agreements and cartels.
The primary goal is to safeguard market competition and prevent the
formation of anti-competitive practices that could harm consumers and
stifle innovation.

Enforcement measures include:

Imposing hefty fines on undertakings involved in cartel activities

Breaking up cartels and dismantling illegal agreements



Conducting dawn raids and inspections to gather evidence

Exceptions and Defenses

Although horizontal agreements and cartels generally raise antitrust
concerns, certain exceptions and defenses may be available in specific
circumstances. For instance, agreements that contribute to economic
efficiency or improve production processes may be exempt from the
prohibition.

Additionally, undertakings can defend their actions by demonstrating:

Lack of knowledge of the cartel's existence

Coercion or duress from other participants

Withdrawal from the cartel at the earliest possible opportunity

Merger Control: Preventing the Creation of Monopolies

Merger control plays a vital role in ensuring that mergers and acquisitions
do not lead to the creation or strengthening of dominant market positions.
The European Commission reviews proposed mergers to assess their
potential impact on competition.

Factors considered during the merger review include:

Market share of the merging parties

Potential for horizontal or vertical integration

Market dynamics and competitive landscape

Implications for Businesses



Understanding the implications of horizontal agreements and cartels is
crucial for businesses operating within the EU. Compliance with
competition law is essential to avoid hefty fines, legal liability, and
reputational damage.

Businesses should:

Seek legal advice before entering into any horizontal agreements

Implement robust antitrust compliance programs

Train employees on competition law principles

Horizontal agreements and cartels can significantly impact market
competition and consumer welfare. Understanding the intricacies of EU
competition law is imperative for businesses, legal professionals, and
stakeholders involved in the European market.

By safeguarding competition, EU competition law fosters a fair and
dynamic business environment, protecting consumers and encouraging
innovation. Adhering to these principles is crucial for navigating the
complex regulatory framework and ensuring compliance with the law.
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