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Cartels

Commission fines nine companies a total of € 43.5 million for 
participating in industrial thread cartels

Elodie CLERC, Directorate-General Competition, unit E-1

On 14 September 2005, the European Commis
sion fined thread producers a total of € 43.5 mil
lion for operating cartels in the market for indus
trial thread.

Industrial thread is used in a variety of industries to 
sew or embroider various products such as clothes, 
home furnishings, automotive seats and seatbelts, 
leather goods, mattresses, footwear, ropes, etc. 
The industrial thread market amounted to around 
€ 6 billion in 2000 worldwide.

The Decision arises out of inspections carried out 
by the Commission on 7 and 8 November 2001 
pursuant to Article 14(3) of Regulation No 17 at the 
premises of several Community producers of tex
tile/haberdashery products (1). On 26 November 
2001, Coats filed an application under the 1996 
Commission Notice on the nonimposition or 
reduction in fines in cartel cases. In April 2003, 
Oxley Threads also applied for a reduction in 
fines. By means of the inspections and the subse
quent investigation, the Commission discovered 
evidence that undertakings had taken part in the 
following three cartel agreements and concerted 
practices:

— a cartel on the market in thread for industrial 
customers in Benelux and the Nordic countries 
from January 1990 until September 2001;

— a cartel on the market in thread for indus
trial customers in the United Kingdom from 
October 1990 until September 1996;

— a cartel on the market in thread for automotive 
customers in the European Economic Area 
from May/June 1998 until 15 May 2000.

The relevant geographic market for industrial 
thread has been considered as regional (2). The 

(1) See Commission Decision of 26.10.2004, case 38.338 PO/
Needles.

(2) The regional character of the market is explained by 
several factors: (i) the ability to service an order within 
12 days is a key customer’s requirement, (ii) the market 
largely consists of small contractors placing frequent but 
relatively small orders, (iii) the high number of customers 
and orders combined with the need for local advice can 
only be managed efficiently by a regional sales organisa
tion, (iv) demand and product specifications for industrial 
thread vary greatly from one EEA country to another, (v) 
the large range of prices for industrial thread within the 
EEA.

region can cover several Contracting Parties to the 
EEA (e.g. Benelux or Nordic countries) or just one 
(e.g. the UK). Due to higher specification stand
ards (e.g. thread for seat belt) which request uni
formity in the EEA, the thread market for auto
motive customers must be differentiated from the 
rest of the industrial thread market and has been 
considered as EEA wide.

The three cartels have been considered as three 
separated infringements. Indeed, firstly, partici
pants in the agreements were not the same. Even 
though some participants took part in two or three 
of the cartels, most undertakings took part in only 
one cartel, as they were not active on the markets 
involved in the other cartels. Secondly, there is no 
evidence of any overall coordination between the 
three collusive arrangements. Lastly, the markets 
involved in the three cartels are different.

Summary	of	the	infringements

Cartel	concerning	industrial	thread	sold	
in	Benelux	and	in	the	Nordic	countries

The agreement and concerted practices between 
Ackermann Nähgarne GmbH & Co, Amann und 
Söhne GmbH & Co KG, Barbour Threads Ltd, Bel
gian Sewing Thread N.V., Bieze Storck B.V., Coats 
Viyella plc, Gütermann AG and Zwicky & Co AG 
had as their primary objective the maintenance 
of high prices on the market for industrial thread 
sold in Benelux and in the Nordic countries. These 
agreements consisted in exchanges of price lists 
and discussion of these price lists; agreement on 
price list increases as well as on the dates of these 
increases; agreement on maximum rebates; agree
ment on prices to individual customers in order to 
avoid undercutting the incumbent supplier’s prices 
and with a view to sharing customers; complaints 
to suppliers who had undercut and threats of retal
iation; and agreement to contact suppliers who 
were not part of the agreement to persuade them 
to join. The meetings were very well organised and 
held at least once a year. They were split into two 
halves: a session during which the Nordic markets 
were discussed and a session during which the 
Benelux markets were discussed. In addition to the 
meetings, competitors used to contact each other 
to exchange information and to agree on prices 
they would apply to specific customers.
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Cartel	concerning	industrial	thread	sold	
in	the	United	Kingdom

In United Kingdom, Barbour Threads Ltd, Coats 
UK Ltd, Donisthorpe & Company Ltd, Perivale 
Gütermann Ltd and Oxley Threads Ltd agreed to 
maintain high prices on the market for industrial 
thread and/or exchange information on prices to 
individual customers in order to avoid undercut
ting incumbent suppliers’ prices. To pursue that 
objective, the main producers used to meet at 
least from 1990 until 1996 to agree on percent
ages increases of list and net price, the timing of 
those increases and the sequence of announce
ments which would be made by the suppliers. 
These meetings used to take place after the meet
ings of the UK Thread Manufacturers Associa
tion (UKTMA). There were also bilateral contacts 
about prices to individual customers.

Cartel	concerning	thread	for	automotive	
customers

The main EEA suppliers of automotive thread, 
Amann und Söhne GmbH & Co KG, Cousin Fil
terie SA, Coats Viyella plc, Barbour Threads Ltd, 
Oxley Threads Ltd, fixed target prices for core 
products sold to European automotive customers 
and exchanged information on prices to individual 
customers and agreed on minimum target prices 
for those customers. They also agreed to avoid 
undercutting to the advantage of the incumbent 
supplier. The cartel was not strictly organised. The 
small number of players made it possible to have 
small irregular meetings supplemented by fre
quent bilateral contacts.

The arrangements of the three cartels have been 
clearly implemented throughout the infringement 
period. There are evidence that at least some of the 
agreed price increases have been implemented and 
monitored through regular meetings and bilat
eral contacts. While some other prices may have 
remained the same or decreased during the period, 
they would likely have fallen in a more significant 

way if the competitors had not agreed on list price 
increases, since the worldwide tendency was a fall 
of the prices in the thread sector.

Calculation	of	the	fines
In fixing the amount of the fines, the Commission 
took into account the gravity and duration of the 
infringement, as well as the existence of aggravat
ing and/or mitigating circumstances.

The infringements committed by the addressees 
have been considered as “very serious” as they 
have the object of fixing prices, thereby restricting 
competition and affecting trade between Member 
States. Such practices are by their very nature the 
worst kind of violations of Article 81. However, the 
Commission took into account the relatively lim
ited size of the markets when setting the starting 
amount of the fines.

The Commission notice on nonimposition of 
fines in cartel cases of 1996 was applicable in 
this case and in particular section D since all the 
undertakings came forward only after the Com
mission’s inspections. Reductions of the fines were 
granted to all in accordance with the value of their 
individual cooperation.

For the cartel of industrial thread in the Benelux 
and Nordic countries, the Commission imposed 
the following fines: Coats Ltd € 15.05 million, 
Amann und Söhne GmbH €13.09 million, Güter
mann AG € 4.021 million, Barbour Thread Ltd 
€ 2.145 million, Belgian sewing thread N.V. € 0.979 
million, Bieze Stork B.V. € 0.514 million, Zwicky 
€ 0.174 million.

For the cartel of automotive thread in the EEA, the 
Commission imposed the following fines: Cousin/
Amann € 4.888 million, Coats € 0.65 million, Oxley 
€ 1.271 million, Barbour € 0.715 million.

No fine was imposed for the cartel of industrial 
thread in the UK as the Commission has no proof 
that the undertakings participated in a continuous 
cartel within the five years preceding the Commis
sion’s inspections in November 2001.




