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The Future of Competition Policy in Europe
Some reflections on the interaction between industrial policy and competition law
Ioannis Lianos*
Introduction
On 19 February 2019, the French and German governments adopted a Manifesto for a
European industrial policy fit for the 21st Century (hereinafter Franco-German Manifesto).1
This joint initiative follows up the call from nineteen EU governments in December 2018 to
update the EU antitrust rules in order to facilitate the emergence of European industrial giants
able to face “fierce competition” from the United States and China.2 The Franco-German
Manifesto notes that “amongst the top 40 biggest companies in the world, only 5 are
European,” and that European companies are in difficulty to successfully compete on the world
stage, in particular in view of the absence of a regulatory global level playing field. There are
very few global digital platforms based in the EU, with most of the top platforms being US or
China-based.3 This came as a “Sputnik moment” for the EU with a number of EU governments
envisaging drastic reforms that would affect various areas of EU competition law enforcement,
in particular merger control. This debate coincided with that generated by the blocking by the
European Commission of the acquisition of Alstom by Siemens in February 2019.4 The
Commission expressed concerns over the position this would give the merged entity in
signalling systems and in very high-speed trains, as the merger transaction would have removed
one of the two largest manufacturers of this type of trains in the EU, thus affecting European
consumers. The Commission did not consider that future global competition from Chinese
suppliers, in particular the largest player globally, the state-owned CRRC, which itself resulted
from a merger between CNR and CSR, would have made a difference for European consumers.
This led the French Minister of Economy and Finance, Bruno Le Maire, amongst others, to
criticise the Commission’s decision, observing that “European competition law is obsolete, it
was created in the twentieth century, it faces the emergence of industrial giants of the twentyfirst century and which does not allow Europe to create its own industrial champions.”5
This debate is not new but, as I will explain in the next section, it has been raging since the
early days of merger control in the EU. I will then briefly explore the interaction between
competition policy and industrial policy, before examining the roots of the problem, at least as
*
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this is perceived by the recent critics of EU competition law enforcement, in particular
following the blocking of the Alstom/Siemens merger transaction. Two issues will be discussed:
first, the difficulties of performing a balancing test that integrates allocative and productive
efficiency concerns while taking an industrial policy perspective; second, the time scale of the
analysis of potential competition that is usually considered by the Commission in EU merger
control. The final section will take a critical perspective on the institutional setup put forward
by the Franco-German Manifesto, and will explore the technocratic or political nature of the
exercise, these two issues being intrinsically related.
Setting the scene – EU Merger control versus national champions and national Industrial
States
The European Coal and Steel (ECS) Treaty of Paris in 1951 had put in place an integrated
merger control system for the six founding members of the ECS Community, providing the
exclusive responsibility to conduct merger control to the High Authority of the ECS
Community, and, after 1967, to the European Commission6 (“one stop shop”), for merger
activity in the two economic sectors targeted by the Treaty. This was remarkable, as at that
time none of the six founding members of the ECSC had competition laws, let alone a merger
control regime. Moreover, the Treaty of Rome establishing the European Economic
Community in 1957 did not include any provision on merger control. This “gap” was duly
noted in 1966, when the Commission published its memorandum on concentrations, which put
forward the possible application of the antitrust provisions of the Treaty (now Articles 101 and
102 TFEU) to merger transactions (concentrations).7
The intellectual climate at the time was not in favour of pushing for merger control. In 1967, a
year after the Commission’s memorandum, French journalist Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber
published his bestseller Le Défi américain (published in English as The American Challenge),
in which he forcefully put forward the view that Europe should develop an industrial policy in
order to establish large European corporate groups by allowing mega-mergers between
European firms.8 These would provide the necessary economies of scale to develop global
champions based in Europe that could compete effectively with the US multinational
behemoths that had emerged from the so-called “third merger wave” during the initial decades
following the Second World War. This merger wave had first led to the horizontal
consolidation of various sectors, before being followed by mergers leading to increasing
vertical integration and then conglomerate merger activity. This “bigness mystique” was linked
to the belief that larger companies were more “likely to undertake the investment and research
activities essential to successful competition,” pushing the firms into new areas of activity and
thereby placing them in a position of leadership.9 For Servan-Schreiber, European governments
should aim to establish large industrial units “which are able both in size and management to
compete with the American giants”; he suggested that they will have to choose “fifty to one
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hundred firms which, once they are large enough, would be the most likely to become world
leaders of modern technology in their fields.”10
By the time the third merger wave occurring in the US had reached its peak, it had led to the
development of large conglomerates or vertically integrated firms, which operated according
to what has been called the “multi-divisional form” of organisation, or “M form.” The main
feature of this form of corporation was the centralised control over strategic decision-making
investment in new markets that could offer higher rates of return and less competition than the
market(s) the company was already present on. A second characteristic was the delegation of
operational decision-making to divisions (or strategic business units) that were closely
monitored by the centre. This led to a decentralised profit planning relying on the discounted
cash flow methodology in order to evaluate capital projects. The quest for higher rates of return
became the essential driving force of expansion. This expansion has been justified by the need
to diversify across product and or geographical markets, and was facilitated by investments in
managerial hierarchy in order to co-ordinate production, sales and devise competitive
strategies. The managerial structure was considered as the key mechanism for unlocking
productivity (what Chandler later called “the visible hand hypothesis”).11 Although the oil crisis
in the mid-1970s and the economic recession that followed ended this movement, the
importance of the “M form” of organisation and the efficiencies it brought may have influenced
the debate in Europe.
The same year Servan-Schreiber published his American Challenge, well-known American
economist John Kenneth Galbraith published his bestseller book The New Industrial State.12 In
this book Galbraith attacked the price system and competition as incompatible with the modern
technology-based economic system that was emerging out of the second industrial revolution.
In his view, this system relied on industrial planning, which was necessary in order to provide
the stability that the significant commitment of capital and time for the development of more
sophisticated technologies required. According to Galbraith, the more technically sophisticated
the product is, the more important it is for the economic entities to plan their industrial
production, but also “manage demand” (e.g., through advertising), in advance, and thus to
replace the price system with some form of planning. This could take several forms, one being
vertical integration and different forms of contractual restraints. Galbraith went as far as
arguing that “[t]he modern large Western corporation and the modern [at the time of writing]
apparatus of socialist planning are variant accommodations to the same need,”13 the
corporation serving as “the prime planning instrument.”14 Galbraith coined the term of
“technostructure” to refer to the main source of authority in this more technologically
sophisticated part of the economy. This term did not only make reference to the management
of corporations but to a broader corporate technocracy, which controlled corporate savings that
were quite significant during this period and represented more than three fifths of the total of
savings supplied. Indeed, most of the earnings of a corporation were not paid as dividends to
stockholders, but were instead retained by the corporation and reinvested or used for wage
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increases, in what has been qualified as the “retain and reinvest” model of the corporation.15
The essence of the power held by the technostructure relied on the specialised knowledge that
was necessary for the organisation of the production and sale of more sophisticated
technologically products, capital and labour being relatively less important factors of
production in this context. Galbraith noted a “shift of power in the industrial enterprise (…)
from capital to organized intelligence.”16 Profit maximisation, which is for Galbraith, “the only
goal that is consistent with the rule of the market,” is not the goal of the technostructure, which
exercises power in order to pursue other goals, and in particular the organisation’s own
survival.17 Price stability serves one of the main objectives of industrial planning, growth, as it
facilitates “control and minimise[s] the risk of a price collapse that could jeopardize earnings
and the autonomy of technostructure.”18 Galbraith expressed a critical judgment with regard to
competition law, noting that antitrust laws, “in seeking to preserve the market, are an
anachronism in the larger world of industrial planning.”19 For him, “[t]hey do not preserve the
market” but “preserve rather the illusion of the market,” thus becoming a sort of “charade,”
“an act that helps to conceal the reality of industrial planning and associated price control by
the great corporation.”20
While the concept of a “technostructure” employed by Galbraith is quite vague, an important
contribution of his work is that it shows how the emergence of the “industrial state” in the US
is eminently related to the development of a model of private, rather than public, governance
regime, concerning industrial planning. Although the issue of merger control was not touched
upon specifically in the book, Galbraith noted how “unjustifiable” it is to provide some form
of immunity (from regulation) “to those who have achieved a strong market position as
compared with those who, being much weaker, seek, by merger or collusion, to win a stronger
position.”21 This approach fits his general perspective on the role of countervailing powers in
capitalism and his general indifference to concentrations of economic power, to the extent that
government provides countervailing powers “freedom to develop and to determine how it may
best do so.”22 It is noteworthy that both Servan-Schreiber and Galbraith highlighted the
importance of size for industrial and technological development.
Notwithstanding these relatively critical perspectives on the role of competition law, and more
specifically the role of merger control, in July 1973 the Commission initiated a proposed
merger regulation before the Council, the text being endorsed by the European Parliament.23
However, this failed at the Council in view of the opposition of some Member States to the
evaluation of mergers solely on the basis of their effects on competition. A number of Member
States, such as France, the UK, Italy and Ireland, advanced instead an assessment of the effects
15
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of mergers on industrial policy and other social and regional goals, while Germany and
Denmark promoted the evaluation of mergers solely for their effect on competition.24 The
Commission proposed a new draft regulation in 1981,25 which again failed before the Council
because of divisions among the Member States, in particular because of the industrial policy
versus solely competition law debate. All the national competition law regimes of the larger
Member States, such as Germany, France and the UK, provided discretion to a political
decision-making body, most often the minister or secretary of state to overrule the
determination of the competition authority. Merger control in each of these jurisdictions was
intrinsically linked to the need to protect and manage the national industrial state.
Yet, sentiment began to change during the 1980s. The ascendency of neo-liberal economics in
the UK and some other EU Member States, as well as the reunification of Germany, may have
changed the weight put on national industrial policy. The move towards a competition
assessment in merger control was also helped by the changing views on the role of “bigness,”
in particular the criticisms to the M-form of business organisation, as a result of the growing
financialisation, first of the US economy and then globally. A different conception of the firm
emerged during the late 1970s, seen as a portfolio of activities, managed according to their
financial performance (in terms of rate of return on investment), rather than defined in terms
of productive capabilities. The fourth merger wave that emerged in the 1980s had therefore
very different characteristics than the previous waves, in the sense that most of the acquisitions
were hostile takeovers, investors going directly to the company’s shareholders or fighting to
replace management to get the acquisition approved, and “bust up” takeovers, the main
objective being to break up diversified firms.26 Most of this merger activity during this period
was accomplished through the leveraged buyout (LBO) where a company is acquired mainly
through large amount of outside debt borrowed from a traditional financial institution
(Investment Bank) and large institutional investors (pension funds, mutual funds, hedge funds,
insurance companies). This movement ended the period of the “managerial corporation” and
corporations’ diversification in sectors unrelated to the main activity of the corporation. It also
led to the rise of the power of market finance and of debt as the main source of corporate
finance.
At the time when this fourth merger wave gradually slowed after the market crash of 1987, the
Court of Justice of the EU (hereinafter CJEU) provided further impetus for the adoption of an
EU merger control system with the Philip Morris judgment in 1987, which applied what is now
Article 101 TFEU to merger activity.27 Following this judgment, there was a situation of
uncertainty leading corporations to notify their merger activity to the Commission for formal
or provisional clearance, under the notification and legal authorisation regime of Reg. 17/62
which applied at the time. On 21 December 1989, the Council eventually adopted a regulation
requiring the pre-notification to the Commission of concentrations within its scope—those
where the parties’ turnover exceeded the thresholds—and providing for possible prohibition or
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other remedies by the Commission.28 In assessing whether a merger is incompatible with the
Common Market, Article 2(1) EUMR requires the Commission to take into account only
competition concerns, such as, amongst others, the structure of the market, potential
competition, any legal or other barriers to entry, supply and demand trends for the relevant
goods and services, the interests of the intermediate and ultimate consumers, as well as “the
development of technical and economic progress provided that it is to consumers’ advantage
and does not form an obstacle to competition.” Justifications on non-competition grounds were
removed in 1989 from an earlier draft of this Article and replaced by these provisions.
The limitation to competitive criteria was controversial. Some of the matters to be taken into
account under Article 2(1)(b) EUMR could be interpreted to include non-competition related
criteria. Nonetheless, considerations of industrial policy were firmly rejected by the
Commission in de Havilland, the first case to be blocked by the Commission under the then
Regulation 4064/89.29 In this case, a consortium representing France-based Aerospatiale and
Italy-based Alenia had attempted to take control of the de Havilland division of Boeing Canada,
de Havilland being the two EU-based companies’ direct competitor in the market for turbo propowered regional aircraft. The merger would have led to the EU-based consortium ATR
controlling a dominant position in the forty to fifty-nine-seater commuter aircraft, the
Commission refusing to consider the global market as the adequate relevant market for the
assessment. By a vote of nine to four the European Commission decided to block the merger,
leading to important reactions from the French business and political establishment at the
time.30 A number of proposals were put forward, in particular the need for some form of
coordination for the merger assessment between DGIV (now DG Comp) and DGIII (now DG
Enterprise and Industry) and a policy statement adopted in 1992 on the aerospace industry
conceded somehow the point that “a merger combining most of the [EU’s] supply capacity in
certain sectors of the aircraft industry does not necessarily imply the creation of a dominant
position.”31 It was also suggested that national security grounds on the basis of what is now
Article 348 TFEU could also be put forward in some cases with regard to mergers in the
aerospace and defence sectors, although this was not expected to cover wider industrial policy
concerns.
The debate is, of course, older and wider than just concerning the relation between merger
control and industrial and technological development, and relates to some older literature on
the “infant industry” argument to which I will now turn.

National champions and competition policy32
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Industrialisation has always been at the heart of any discussion on economic development.
According to the “infant industry” argument, a country should have productive power by first
strengthening its infant industries to level the playing field before opening its doors to free
trade and competition.33 In his famous statement supporting the case for infant industry
protection, John Stuart Mill34 alluded to one of the main prerequisites for such industries: the
presence of dynamic learning effects that are external to firms. However, protection should be
temporary as long as the infant industry matures and becomes viable without protection.
Subsequently, Charles Francis Bastable added another condition requiring that the cumulative
net benefits provided by the protected industry exceed the cumulative costs of protection.35
Together, these conditions are known as the Mill–Bastable Test.36
Almost all arguments for infant industries rest on the assumption that production costs for
newly established industries within a country being likely to be initially higher than for wellestablished, more efficient foreign producers of the same product, who have greater experience,
higher knowledge and higher skill levels. With protection, infant domestic producers would
raise their productivity and, over time, be able to compete with foreign firms on an equal
footing. One should note that this argument is for a temporary support of the domestic industry
through the suppression of competition. Although one common mechanism for competition
suppression is trade protection, the modern theory of “second best”37 proffers that a producer
subsidy is superior to a more distorting tariff, unless the government is constrained to raise
revenue or taxes are also distorting.38 Another possibility would be a reduction of competition,
for instance through authorising some form of merger activity, to the extent that there are some
barriers to entry or expansion preventing the rapid entry into the market that may be
incentivised by higher prices and super-normal profits. Regardless of the means of suppression,
there are various arguments advanced by the supporters of the “infant industry” argument for
a more active state intervention.39
First, it is considered important to induce investment in the acquisition of technological
knowledge such as learning-by-doing and on-the-job training. Learning effects are crucial in
33
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most industries, in particular at the early stages of their history.40 To the extent that ‘learning
gives rise to a special kind of intertemporal externality in production’41 as it implies dynamic
scale economies in production, it has provided an argument for the protection of an infant
industry42. Learning-by-doing is a form of sunk cost. Hence, unless this learning-by-doing
spills over ‘completely, instantaneously and costlessly among all rival production units, or
unless at each date every unit faces strong diminishing returns to scale in production at some
output levels, there are social wastes in having more than one production unit’43. Protecting the
national champion from foreign competition would therefore enable it to go down its learningby-doing curve faster, thus capturing more of the market, provided competition is in strategic
substitutes. Such policy might be welfare enhancing if the domestic learning possibilities are
strong and dependence on a foreign monopoly would mean that profits occurring in the
domestic market are repatriated abroad.44
Second, state intervention may also produce externalities, exterior to the firm but interior to the
industry. In this case, the effects of the activity of one firm benefit the others and cannot be
appropriated completely by that firm. Externalities generated by the accumulation of
knowledge due to R&D are of this type. When spillovers occur to other firms, it leads to a
situation of under-provision of the external good. Spillovers may not be purely national and
may also have an international impact. The case for government intervention through a subsidy
in these cases is well established. A learning-by-doing effect with external impact to the firm
is also a case for output subsidies provided by the state.45 A tariff is again a second-best option
because it introduces an unnecessary consumer distortion,46 as would also have a restriction of
the domestic competition to which the firm is faced, for instance by accepting a merger leading
to the dominance of the domestic industry by the merged entity.
Third, there is ample empirical evidence in support of the assertion that R&D generates high
rates of return and that the social rate is much larger than the private rate.47 Problems of
40
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coordination and imperfect markets or lack of perfect information lead to the well-known case
of underinvestment. Let us suppose that there are significant fixed costs and export demand is
limited due to high transportation costs or barriers to trade abroad. Profitable entry by a
producer may be precluded by the non-existence of a buyer downstream in the market. The
same reasoning may apply to a firm that needs inputs upstream in the market to enter into
production and may also apply to network externalities that arise due to either technological or
pecuniary linkages. These coordination failures may be a reason to establish a tariff in order to
temporarily raise profitability in the market. However, it is doubtful that a tariff will solve the
coordination problem. A superior policy would be some form of centralised system of
information, a role usually performed by financial institutions, or sector or regional planning.48
One may envisage that such role could be played by a national champion dominating the
specific domestic industry.
Fourth, an additional problem justifying intervention arises from imperfect capital markets that
either do not finance the investments required or, due to problems of adverse selection and
moral hazard, require collateral that would penalise small firms and market entry.49 From this
perspective, a larger domestic champion would face less difficulties to attract capital. Although
this argument would make sense in the context of a developing economy, where access to
capital might be more difficult, it appears of less concern in the EU, where access to capital for
firms big enough to trigger merger review is excellent.
Fifth, a further case for government intervention is linked to the need to build a reputation in
export markets. Consumers have imperfect information and it is costly for them to discover the
quality of a new firm. As a result, it is costly to build a reputation, leading some economists to
advance the need for an export subsidy to help in the penetration of new markets.50 Another
approach would be to constitute a national champion. However, there is a serious signalling
problem with this approach: oftentimes quality is associated with the intrinsic characteristics
of products, and some firms have higher quality products because they are better at producing
those goods.51 As explained by Grossman and Horn in order to get the subsidy, every firm will
have to degrade the quality of its product.52 The best policies are the ones that give an incentive
for firms to produce differential improvements in the quality of their products, like minimum
standards and enforcing warranties. We know that in perfect equilibrium markets, intervention
is almost never an optimal policy.53 In any case, creating a national trademark (‘Japanese sake’)
and have the quality monitored by an export marketing board looks a superior option than
establishing a national champion.
Theoretical and empirical evidence shows that the strongest case for government intervention
may arise in the first stages of introduction of a new innovative product, both in developed and
developing countries. For developed countries, it is in terms of R&D. For developing countries,
it is in terms of learning-by-doing. In both cases, spillover effects are very important and it may
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be difficult for private firms to appropriate all the benefits of their actions. But it should be
recognised that protection comes only as a second- or even a third-best policy option. Subsidies
or tax benefits to R&D and the process of learning are more adequate. Models of endogenous
growth based on the introduction of new varieties or new products are important to understand
how diffusion of technological innovation takes place around the world. There remains a
scarcity of rigorous studies on the relevance and effects of protection for infant industries,
despite its wide use by developing countries. As noted, it is only generally a third-best policy
and should always be temporary, but the difficulty in practice is to identify what industries to
target as an industrial policy. Furthermore, to the extent that merger policy tends to be lenient
at the early stage of industries’ development, it is less likely that competition law would create
a problem in cases where the justification for industrial policies would be more compelling. In
any case, policies for human capital accumulation and building necessary infrastructure are
unambiguously positive.54
Competition policies give the framework for markets and thus largely influence resource
allocation required for economic development. In fact, a discussion of competition policies and
other policies that are related to the functioning of the market should precede any discussion
of competition law regimes. They are the context in which competition law and enforcement
take place.55
The policies that are more directly related to the functioning of the market and that can promote
more competitive outcomes are market infrastructure policies, external trade policies, entry and
exit of firms’ policies, intellectual property rights, privatisation, investment policies,
procurement, regulation and innovation policies. There are a number of other important
policies required for the functioning of efficient competitive markets. Policies related to entry
and exit of firms and market mobility in general are also very important.56 When there are
costly regulations to set up business or to operate it, the phenomena of informality takes large
chunks of the economy, with clear inefficiency.57 And even fiscal and monetary policies can
have important competitive market implications. When the law stipulates fiscal loopholes and
tax evasion is tolerated, firms in dominant positions may acquire an unfair advantage vis-à-vis
their smaller competitors.58 Furthermore, there can be competition distortions when firms in a
dominant position have access to credit or capital markets beyond what a proper risk analysis
would dictate.59
These are all policies that have to be taken into account when defining a competition law
regime. They constitute the foundation in which a competition law regime operates.
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Competition law is an important dimension of competition policy and should be conceived in
a much broader perspective than simply antitrust rules, merger control or a system of
competition law enforcement.60
There are important links between competition policy and economic development and growth.
First, there are indications that more competition enhances the development potential of an
economy.61 Second, it is also widely accepted that competition promotes institutional
innovation and the emergence of efficient institutions that support economic growth.62 There
is now empirical evidence that competition law enforcement is linked to economic growth in
developed countries.63 More generally, there is evidence that competition promotes
productivity. Disney et al. conclude that competition increases productivity levels and the rate
of growth of productivity.64 Bloom and van Reenen show that good management practices are
strongly associated with productivity and those are better when product market competition is
higher.65 Finally, an efficient market for corporate control with open rules for takeovers
reinforces the impact of competition on productivity.66 Other studies by Blundell et al.67 and
Aghion and Griffith68 also confirm the above results. A study for Australia shows that
competition-enhancing reforms in the 1990s contributed to an increase in GDP.69 However, it
has also been alleged that the appropriate level of competition may differ for different stages
of economic development.70 More importantly, recent research has highlighted the important
links between industrial policy, in particular export oriented (not import-substitution oriented)
Technology and Innovation policy, and competition law policy for economic development,
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showing that although the state should play an important role in steering labour and capital in
activities that the private investors might not engage in, in particular in order to build
sophisticated products and services for which learning-by-doing plays an important role71, the
pursuit of ‘fierce competition both abroad and domestically’ enhances accountability and
constitutes an important complement to such industrial policy.72
In conclusion, evidence about the “infant industry” approach remains quite ambiguous, the
hypothesis working only in very specific circumstances, while there is some evidence that
competition policy and competition law enforcement may promote growth. However, the claim
put forward by the French and German government may be much narrower, and not concern
the relation between competition and growth/economic development, but the quite static
perspective followed by modern competition law and the non-consideration of “real
competition.” There are two points to be made here. First, it may be alleged that the current
structure of merger control focuses excessively on price effects and consumer welfare and does
not take sufficiently into account the productive efficiency gains of mergers. Second, it is
possible to argue that merger control may be biased towards a static analysis that does not take
sufficiently into account the dynamic dimension of competition. I explore these two claims in
turn.

The Williamsonian welfare trade of in competition law: is this a problem?
If one takes an economic efficiency perspective, competition law is thought to focus on
allocative efficiency. This is not linked to the transfer of wealth from consumers to producers
over (infra-marginal) units of output still sold, but merely on the lost transactions which could
have taken place under a more competitive scenario (i.e., the deadweight loss).73 In any case,
for operational purposes the focus is on consumer harm, as captured by the (likelihood of)
higher prices and lower quantity; bearing in mind that in practice hardly anyone in the field of
enforcement ever actually attempts to measure/estimate actual changes in either total or
consumer welfare.74
Beside allocative efficiency, it is often argued that a competitive equilibrium will also
maximise productive efficiency, where output is produced with the least amount of resources,
given the current set of production technologies—i.e., demand is served by the most efficient
firms. This is not always the case, though, in the sense that there are market configurations
71
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where a trade-off between allocative and productive efficiencies triggered by an increase in a
position of substantial market power might emerge. The possibility of an efficiency trade-off
between allocative inefficiency and productive efficiency has been put forward by Oliver
Williamson, who came to the conclusion that small cost savings may offset relatively larger
price increases, thus entailing a more permissive standard for antitrust enforcement.75
However, his conclusions were reliant on strong assumptions, such as that the market
configuration before the increase in market power was competitive; whereas if firms had
already some degree of market power (so that prices were already above costs), total welfare
would most likely be reduced, i.e., alongside consumer welfare.76
Furthermore, the Williamsonian trade-off between productive and allocative efficiency takes
place within a static framework, which holds technology and the product space fixed. In reality,
though, firms compete also through innovation, which could either be process oriented (i.e.,
increasing productive efficiency) or product oriented (improving the variety and/or quality of
their offer). Under these circumstances, though, the trade-off is not as much between
productive and allocative efficiency, but between dynamic and allocative efficiency. The
former, more elusive, concept captures the idea that product innovation, where firms compete
on quality (horizontal and vertical) attributes, as opposed to price/quantity in a static fashion,
is equally, and some may argue more, important for the maximisation of social welfare in the
long run.
At the extreme, competition can take place “for” the market, rather than “in” the market, in the
sense that rivalry occurs through highly risky “races” to innovate with the aim of utterly
displacing the incumbent in order to enjoy the financial reward of monopoly power. This
competitive mode, made of sequential monopolies, is labelled Schumpeterian, after the
economist Joseph Schumpeter who listed innovation as a central feature of modern
economies.77
However, most competition law regimes have built a broader narrative for intervention, on the
basis of some wider conception of “consumer welfare,” or the avoidance of “consumer harm.”
One may indeed go beyond consumer surplus and include in the analysis the wealth transfer
that consumers have incurred because of the overcharges following the restriction of
competition. These may not only relate to higher prices but could cover any other parameter of
competition, such as quality, variety, innovation. In this case, both the loss of consumer surplus
and wealth transfers will be compared to the total efficiency gains pertaining to the supplier(s),
thus enabling a cost benefit analysis of the effect of the conduct on the welfare of a specific
group of market actors, direct and indirect consumers (not all market actors). The idea is that
following the change from an equilibrium situation to another, the consumers of the specific
product will benefit from a surplus and/or wealth transfer, in the sense that their ability to
satisfy their preferences will increase. This is not typically an efficiency concern but a
distributive justice concern, the aim of competition law assessment in this case being to protect
the interests of the consumers in the specific relevant market(s) affected vis-à-vis of those of
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the producers. This also increases the likelihood that a merger transaction may face some
difficulties from a competition law perspective.
Industrial policy concerns may be compatible with this emphasis on consumer welfare and
consumer choice. For instance, blocking a merger that would raise barriers to entry and would
therefore restrict the ability of an EU-based corporation to enter a global market would improve
the global competitiveness of EU industry as well as consumer welfare and consumer choice.
One may consider the promotion of European champions as not only related to assisting EUbased champions to maintain their global competitiveness, but also to entering new markets
from which they may have been excluded had the merger gone through.
A merger between two EU-based undertakings that would have enabled them to compete more
effectively with a dominant undertaking on the affected market(s), thus making the market(s)
more contestable, would likely not raise competition concerns. However, one of the difficulties
the parties may have in this case is that the positive effects of a merger on productive efficiency
or the capacity of the merged entity to innovate may not neutralise the possible anticompetitive
effects of the specific merger on the consumers of the affected relevant markets in the EU. This
could result from the difficulty the parties may have in putting forward efficiency gains and
substantiating them, but also from the fact that, out-of-market efficiencies are not considered
in the merger assessment, to the extent that these efficiencies cannot outweigh price effects for
the consumers of the specific relevant product and geographic market(s) that are affected by
the merger. This focus on consumer welfare effects in the context of a defined relevant market
may therefore “bias” the Williamsonian trade-off against a merger transaction that would have
increased total welfare (e.g., consumers and producers) at the EU level, while reducing the
welfare of some EU-based consumers, in particular if the relevant markets are defined
narrowly, for instance at the level of a Member State.
This is a fair criticism, but there are specific normative reasons that have led EU competition
law to adopt such a distributive justice perspective favouring consumers’ interest, instead of a
total welfare approach, a topic I have explored elsewhere.78 It is also not clear that a total
welfare approach would better accommodate industrial policy concerns than a consumer
welfare standard. This would call for a different type of distributional impact analysis that
probably weighs more productive efficiency concerns than price effects on consumers. If the
purpose of industrial policy is narrowed down to protecting national or European champions,
this more preferential regime for productive efficiency gains would presumably only apply for
EU-based corporations. It is unclear how such an approach would comply with WTO rules.
Assuming that productive efficiencies would not be given more weight, in comparison to price
effects affecting consumers, it is also unclear how this non-weighted total welfare-based
assessment, which takes into account out-of-market efficiencies, could favour the
competitiveness of European or national champions.
First, the merger may involve undertakings situated upstream at the value chain and the price
effects of the merger may negatively affect not final consumers but undertakings that are
operating in other segments of the value chain, thus affecting their ability to improve their
efficiency and compete more effectively at a global level. How would one proceed to such a
complex assessment of the effects of the merger across the global value chain? Should we take
into account the percentage of the value of the sector’s total market cap that each specific
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activity and/or undertaking represents before deciding which of the merging parties or the
affected undertakings in other segments of the value chain “merits” to be protected as a
national/European champion? If the focus is on the economic “upgrading” of the EU-based
corporations, “the dynamic movement within the value chain” that would enable the EU-based
champion(s) to shift to a different stage of the chain providing a higher added value for the
investment, this will require a thorough analysis of inter-market effects and the way productive
efficiencies would operate, along the whole value chain, something which is not currently
performed as the analysis merely focuses on the productive efficiencies of the notifying parties.
The informational requirements for performing such a value chain analysis in merger control
would be extremely cumbersome for undertakings, eventually affecting their incentives to
merge.
Second, would a total welfare approach focus on the costs and benefits to EU-based consumers
(final and intermediary) and the costs and benefits of the merger to EU-based producers, or
should the merger assessment open the black box of the undertakings and look for instance to
the welfare effect of the merger to the EU-based versus foreign controlling shareholders, but
also other business participants including non-owner managers and employees as well as other
capital providers and financial owners? If the focus of merger control is no more on “consumer
welfare” but on something much broader, such as “the well-being of the Union,” if we refer to
a goal of EU competition law put forward by the Court of Justice of the EU in Telia/Sonera,79
the merger assessment should integrate in the analysis the income effects that the specific
merger transaction will have for a broad category of EU-based “stakeholders,” before deciding
which of the companies affected by the merger would merit protection as a “European
champion.” In today’s global integrated economy, organised in the context of complex global
value chains, such assessment, although not theoretically impossible, would be particularly
cumbersome in terms of resources and time, in particular within the limited timeframe of
merger control. These are, of course, some of the many complications to which a trade-off
approach in merger control would face if it explicitly integrates an industrial policy or “infant
industry” perspective.
Third, even in competition law regimes where such broader public interest analysis integrating
development and industrial policy concerns is performed, such as South Africa, industry-wide
concerns were sometimes found not to be merger-specific and therefore not taken into
account.80 Furthermore, the South African Competition Tribunal has expressed its scepticism
of “arguments that insist that a precondition for successful international competition is
domination of the domestic market,” noting that “the most aggressive and successful
international competitors are those who face robust competition at home.”81 In other cases, the
South African Competition Tribunal rejected the consideration of international
competitiveness arguments if it is unclear that the productive efficiency gains (cost savings)
provided by the merger would be passed on to consumers, in particular if the merged
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undertaking would not face sufficient local competition, the Tribunal mostly focusing on the
effect of the merger on local consumers.82
However, the claim of the proponents of industrial policy considerations may be that the tradeoff approach followed by EU merger control could dissuade, as such, many mergers that would
enhance European industrial policy and the “well-being” of the Union. One may address this
argument by looking to the figures. From a total of 7,289 merger transactions notified to the
Commission between 1990 and 2019, only 29 of them were blocked following a Phase II
assessment.83 This represents less than 0.4% of notified cases. Of course, one may argue that
many mergers may not have occurred because the parties were concerned about a possible
negative decision from the Commission. However, this risk appears quite remote in view of
these figures, in particular the very few withdrawals for cases that moved to Phase II, to be
considered as a serious concern. It is also on the parties to put forward credible and wellsubstantiated efficiency gains, to the extent that they, and not the Commission, dispose of the
relevant information about the strategic purpose of the merger transaction and the efficiencies
this may generate. Inverting the order of the assessment, first exploring efficiency gains and
then examining anticompetitive effects will not also, in my view, have any significant impact
on the analysis. In reality, this is already informally happening, as merger notifications are
usually preceded by pre-notification discussions between the notifying parties and the
Commission, which assist the Commission to gather a better understanding of the possible
competition concerns and the motivations of the parties to merge, including its possible
efficiencies.

The time scale of potential competition in EU merger assessment –an issue to rethink?
Another argument that may be put forward in order to criticise the approach followed by EU
competition law is the relatively static perspective of the competitive analysis performed, as
there is significant emphasis put on the actual or potential (but within a short period of time)
contestability of the markets affected. Actual competitors are considered in the operation of the
definition of a relevant market that may be affected by the merger. A merger where the target
firm is not competing in the same relevant market of the acquiring firm can still give rise to a
significant impediment of effective competition (SIEC), whether non-coordinated or
coordinated, if there is a realistic prospect that the former could decide to enter the market in
the near future but for the merger in question.84 The threat of entry is stronger where the target
company already has, or is very likely to acquire, the availability of assets that could facilitate
entry, such as a distribution network which overlaps with the one used by the acquiring firm.85
Evidence of actual plans to enter at an advanced stage would point towards that conclusion.86
However, the likelihood of a SIEC is reduced if there are a sufficient number of potential
competitors left able to discipline actual competitors.87
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Usually, EU competition authorities have taken a relatively narrow time scale for considering
potential competition. To be an effective threat, potential competitors should be able to enter
within two years and on a sufficient scale.88 This can lead to ignore the possibility of potential
entry into a market if the time scale of this entry may be longer than two years. The difficulty
resides in finding evidence that the potential competitors may have such plans and that these
are credible enough to influence the competitive strategies of the merging firms. Extending the
time scale to a longer period than two years may lead to a high degree of uncertainty and
increase the risk of arbitrary decision-making.
However, there can be circumstances where the threat of potential competition is less palpable
but where a merger may be thought to give rise to a SIEC. It is often argued that the valuation
of internet start-ups is very subjective due to the elusive nature of the key intangible asset
underpinning their business model, that is, the acquisition of a large customer base. To this
end, firms typically attract users by offering their services for free, thus incurring material
operational losses for a number of years before the prospect of turning the venture into a
profitable business. Furthermore, it is argued that once the customer base is in place, it is easier
to launch new services thanks to the availability of a critical mass. Similar conclusions may be
reached with regard to the possibility of a market becoming contestable in a medium term (e.g.,
five years), this assessment being based on the “idiosyncratic rent-earning resources” and
capabilities, such as specific innovation and technological capabilities, that few other
undertakings may have, that could provide them an advantage in entering a specific market, in
particular if the structure of the industry is that of a global oligopoly. In this case, it is possible
to argue that such resources and capabilities should be taken into account, even if there are no
established plans or plans in the making to enter the specific market. But of course, such an
approach will be subject to the criticism of considerably expanding the discretion of
competition authorities to intervene, or not.
There has nevertheless been some evolution in the way potential competition has been
considered in the context of mergers, in particular with the recent turn of focusing on innovation
effects. It has been alleged that many established companies proceed to “killer acquisitions”
buying out smaller start-ups or small and medium undertakings with the aim to discontinue the
development of the targets’ innovation projects that may challenge their dominant position,
thus pre-empting future competition89 and this beyond the time period of two years usually
considered. Indeed, if an additional investment in R&D by a potential entrant reduces the
expected profits of a rival (and vice versa), because of its business stealing effect, then a merger
between these two firms may internalise this negative externality, and reduce innovation. In
this context, the European Commission has looked beyond the R&D pipeline to explore the
dynamic resources and capabilities of the specific firms to innovate and the development of
specific “lines of research.”90 It has looked, for instance, to investment in basic R&D that may
with some degree of probability become eventually profitable, even if this probability remains
limited, for instance 10%. This approach seems to expand both the locus and the time period
that is usually considered in assessing actual or potential competition, as the Commission has
examined the overlaps between the parties, not only at the level of innovation spaces, by
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looking to “early pipeline projects” and “lines of research,” but also at the level of the industry.
The Commission has indeed taken into account the global characteristics of R&D
organisations, that is, the resources, personnel, facilities, and other tangible and intangible
assets dedicated to research and development.91 If such a broader analysis may be perfectly
justifiable in order to assess the innovation effects of the merger transaction and reduce the
likelihood of “killer acquisitions,” it would also make sense to adopt a similarly flexible
perspective when assessing potential entry when this could constrain the pricing strategies of
the merged entity. Unless one is to consider that price effects would merit a different approach
than innovation effects. This could make a difference in some cases, in particular if it is
reasonable to expect that the future competitor may have the incentives and ability to enter the
market in the medium term, on the basis of its tangible and intangible assets, idiosyncratic
resources and capabilities, possibly in view of some history of previous expansion in other
geographic markets.

Merger control, industrial policy and competition policy: political or technocratic
balancing?
As previously discussed, the balancing of industrial policy benefits of the merger with its
negative effects on consumer welfare raises similar issues to those raised by dealing with outof-relevant market efficiencies, which under the current doctrine cannot outweigh the negative
effects of a merger on the consumers of the relevant markets affected. Authorising or blocking
the merger will produce distributional effects, to the extent that different categories of
stakeholders will be affected in each case. Presently, these anticompetitive effects should be
neutralised in the context of the specific relevant market. If the merger is authorised, despite
its anticompetitive effects, for industrial policy reasons, it would eventually lead to higher
prices for intermediary consumers, such as in a case like Alstom/Siemens railway operators,
and depending on the possibilities of passing on, also indirect consumers, the final users of
railway transport services. The industrial policy trade-off would put emphasis on the broader
benefits that the authorisation of the merger would bring to the shareholders of the merging
entities, and eventually to the European economy as a whole, should the merging entities invest
in R&D and be active in Europe, thus maintaining employment. Such total welfare balancing
analysis would be considerably difficult, if at all possible to be performed in practice, to the
extent that only the interests of EU-based stakeholders should be taken into account, as only
net European total welfare would count. For instance, assuming that some shareholders will be
based outside Europe, and this is quite frequent in today’s financialised economy where index
funds and other institutional investors are present in various parts of the world, it would be
quite complex, if not outright impossible, to distinguish between the beneficiaries of the policy
of letting through a merger that would affect European consumers if it may, at the same time,
enhance the international competitiveness of a Europe-based economic entity.
However, the Franco-German Manifesto may be understood as not being related to a more EUcentric trade-off assessment framework of the welfare effects of the merger, but to aim for
some form of re-politicisation and re-nationalisation of EU merger control, to the extent that it
is suggested that this assessment should be conducted by a political organ, probably at the level
of the Council of the EU.92 One may doubt on the capabilities of such a political organ to
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perform a detailed analysis of the possible social costs and benefits of the merger to the
European economy and society, and it is unclear on what type of evidence this assessment
would rely upon. As previously mentioned there are some examples of successful competition
law regimes with an elaborate evidence-based analysis of a limited number of public interest
concerns, such as economic and industrial development, South Africa constituting an example,
although as I have explained international competitiveness considerations had little impact in
practice. However, this assessment is not conducted by a political organ but by the competition
authority, which balances these various concerns, the process being subject to judicial review.
The aim is to preserve the rule of law, with organised procedures ensuring the participation of
all interests affected, from the risk of arbitrary decision-making, as the operation of balancing
is based on an adversarial process of collecting and comparing evidence of various impacts. In
my view, such a balancing can only be performed by a technocratic institution on the basis of
a technocratic evidence-based assessment. Such technocratic institution should be able to
perform the complex distributional impact analysis that would be required in today’s globalised
economy. It will have to develop concepts and tools, for instance a value chain perspective, or
agent-based modelling, as well as the computational capability, that would enable it to go
beyond the effects of the merger on specific relevant markets and would also explore the intermarket and value-chain effects in the medium and long term. Of course, the computational
costliness of such an approach would be considerable and should, at least as long as the
computational technologies are underdeveloped, be performed for a very limited number of
mergers that would be selected on the basis of strict criteria (e.g., growth potential and
employment impact of the specific sector of economic activity). It is unlikely that the Council
of the EU has the necessary capabilities to perform such a complex balancing analysis. The
college of commissioners, which benefits from the important technocratic and analytical
resources of the Commission, in particular various DGs, seems much better placed. Hence, I
do not see any reason why we should move the centre of decision-making from the college of
commissioners where it currently resides to the Council of the EU, for instance by introducing
in the EUMR the possibility to justify an anticompetitive merger on the basis of industrial
policy concerns.93 This analysis would complement the competition assessment of the merger,
both of them being publicly available (excluding confidential information), thus making the
decision-making transparent and therefore subject to the scrutiny of the public. This will also
enable some limited judicial review of the decisions for manifest error, taking into account the
complexity of the evidence relied upon and the weight provided to policy considerations.
However, this institutional proposal put forward by the Franco-German Manifesto can be
explained by an implicit rejection of a balancing or trade-off evidence-based approach for one
that would rely on the political collective “will” of the governments of the EU expressed
through some form of qualified majority voting at the Council of the EU. Such an approach
would not rely on a technocratic balancing but would prioritise industrial policy concerns in
comparison to competition concerns on the basis of a political assessment performed by the
Council. In my view, this is deeply unsatisfactory. First, it would open the door to the influence
of private interests, the decision-making process being close to an EU political horse-trading
we have witnessed on several occasions, with usually negative effects for the well-being of the
Union. Second, this more political process would provide large Member States, which dispose
of more votes at the Council, more influence in the final decision made, in comparison to the
situation in which such decisions are made at the level of the college of commissioners. There
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is one commissioner per Member State and these should represent the EU collective interest,
rather than the interests of the EU Member State that has appointed them. To the extent that
the most important, in terms of number of votes at the Council, jurisdictions in the EU,
Germany and France, are the first- and the second-largest economies of the EU, and where
most of the largest corporations in Europe are based, the distributional impact of such an
approach could be devastating for the smaller and poorer economies of the EU, in particular
Southern and Eastern European Member States. The consumers based in these Member States
would likely suffer from the anticompetitive practices and higher prices, without these negative
welfare effects for these jurisdictions being outweighed by, for instance, higher corporate tax
or shareholders’ revenue income resulting from the increased international competitiveness of
the European champions, as the shareholders of these European champions will likely be based
in the richer EU Member States.94 One may also expect that smaller and poorer Member States
will not dispose of equal institutional resources and capabilities to proceed to a thorough
analysis of the welfare effects of these mergers on their economy, in comparison to the larger
and richer Member States, with the result that the decision-making process at the Council may
be biased in favour of the latter.
It is theoretically possible that inter-EU wealth transfers may be organised in order to
compensate the negative welfare effects for such jurisdictions, in the form of EU regional
policy funds and other EU sponsored investments. However, although this may compensate
some of the welfare effects, it cannot address the structural inequality in which these Member
States will be placed at an almost permanent basis, to the extent that their economies will
depend on continuous funds transfers or consumer credit from the richer industrialised Member
States where these “European” champions will be situated.
In my view, a truly European industrial strategy should not aim to maintain the industrial States
put in place by the EU Member States in the 19th and 20th centuries but to replace them with
an EU-wide industrial and competition policy that takes advantage of the fourth industrial
revolution in order to develop a more equitable industrial development across the Union. This
should provide opportunities to start-ups and small and medium undertakings in poorer EU
Member States, which are already confronted to challenging credit/investment and institutional
environment conditions, to become more competitive at the international level. The solution to
the European competitiveness problem does not come from enabling larger and richer EU
Member States to more freely subsidise their national champions or to preserve them from
competition with a lax merger policy, when this has negative effects on the consumers and the
economies of other Member States. This does not mean that reforms should not be undertaken
at the EU level. As I explained above, merger control needs to be less focused on the simple
static economics of the relevant market and should embrace a more dynamic and complex
economic perspective, taking into account learning effects, network effects, increasing returns
to scale, path dependency, tipping and leveraging points that shape global competition between
and within business ecosystems in the digital economy, while eventually integrating in the
analysis out-of-market efficiencies and some industrial policy concerns.95 These concerns
should not only be narrowed down to international competitiveness but should also engage
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with other dimensions of the EU social market economy.96 However, the institutional setting
of the recent Franco-German Manifesto appears ill-suited for such an ambitious reform agenda.
It focuses, excessively in my view, on the preservation of national industrial states rather than
the establishment of a Europe-wide one. It also moves the centre of decision-making from the
EU-minded and well-resourced—from a technocratic perspective—body of the college of
commissioners to the more national politics-based and less well and more unequally
resourced—from a technocratic perspective—body of the Council of the EU. Hence, the
Memorandum may well ask the right questions but provides inadequate answers.
.

96

Article 3(3) TEU provides that the Union shall establish an internal market with the goal of achieving “a highly
competitive social market economy” aiming at full employment and social progress. Article 11 TFEU
stipulates that “[e]nvironmental protection requirements must be integrated into the definition and
implementation of the Union’s policies and activities.” Article 9 of the TFEU states that “[i]n defining and
implementing its policies and activities, the Union shall take into account requirements linked to the promotion
of a high level of employment, the guarantee of adequate social protection, the fight against social exclusion,
and a high level of education, training and protection of human health.” To a certain extent these principles
may provide broader guidance in the analysis performed, for instance, as to what would constitute a socially
valuable direction for industrial competitiveness (e.g., Green New Deal).

26

