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Over-priced facemasks? 
Impacts of Covid-19 on Competition Law  
 

31 March 2020 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic is causing far-reaching changes in every area of life and busi-

ness. Almost all companies and industries are affected and the legal situation changes 

almost daily in some areas. 

The European Competition Network (ECN) emphasized in a recent joint statement that 

the current competition rules are flexible enough to adapt to changing economic situa-

tions and need no substantial modification. This briefing provides an overview on how 

the Corona crisis affects competition law– and what remains unchanged – and where to 

find further information (see the links throughout the document). BLOMSTEIN will 

closely monitor and inform about further developments. If you have any questions, Anna 

Huttenlauch and Max Klasse will be happy to assist you at any time. 

Mergers 

Mergers must be notified in times of crisis as usual. However, companies should be pre-

pared for longer waiting periods as the staff at most competition authorities are cur-

rently working from home and some agencies have partially or completely shut down.  

A number of authorities including the European Commission, the German Federal Cartel 

Office, and the Irish Competition and Consumer Protection Commission have asked 

companies and their representatives to delay submitting notifications where possible. 

In the US, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and the Department of Justice (DOJ) 

have announced that they will not grant requests for early termination of the required 

waiting period. 

Others, like the Austrian and the Danish authorities have already suspended certain 

deadlines. Companies therefore have to take into account that almost all transactions 

will take longer than usual. However, the substantial outcome of merger reviews should 

not be affected. 

Competitor Cooperation 

Although restrictive agreements remain prohibited, competition authorities have indi-

cated that they will have due regard to the economic and social situation. For example, 

national competition authorities throughout Europe have affirmed that they will adopt 

a lenient approach to temporary cooperation arrangements aimed at avoiding a short-

age of supply. 

https://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Publikation/DE/Sonstiges/Corona_ECN_Statement.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://www.blomstein.com/en/team.php?p=dr-anna-blume-huttenlauch
https://www.blomstein.com/en/team.php?p=dr-anna-blume-huttenlauch
https://www.blomstein.com/en/team.php?p=dr-max-klasse
https://cdn.mmgcache.net/editorial-content/live/document-repository/document/K5kwWnBPP
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/mergers/news.html
https://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Meldung/DE/Meldungen%20News%20Karussell/2020/17_03_2020_Erreichbarkeit_Bundeskartellamt.html
https://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Meldung/DE/Meldungen%20News%20Karussell/2020/17_03_2020_Erreichbarkeit_Bundeskartellamt.html
https://www.ccpc.ie/consumers/covid-19/business-mergers/
https://www.ftc.gov/enforcement/premerger-notification-program/guidance-filing-parties
https://www.bwb.gv.at/news/detail/news/corona_covid_19_update_zusammenschlussanmeldungen_sind_ab_sofort_elektronisch_moeglich/
https://www.en.kfst.dk/nyheder/kfst/english/news/2020/20200318-time-limits-for-merger-control-are-suspended-for-14-days/
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/ecn/202003_joint-statement_ecn_corona-crisis.pdf
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The UK government has already temporarily relaxed competition law to allow such co-

operation. Supermarkets are now permitted to, inter alia, share data on stock levels or 

to pool staff, distribution depots and delivery vans. 

In the US, the FTC and the DOJ have issued some guidance for individuals and busi-

nesses that want to collaborate in order to address the pandemic. They have promised 

to respond to Corona-related requests within seven days. The European Commission 

has launched a dedicated website and email address for companies seeking informal 

guidance on a specific planned collaboration and its compatibility with EU law. 

But even without explicit waivers, collaborations which genuinely address the chal-

lenges companies face in times of crisis will probably be acceptable. Even if they restrict 

competition, they are, in any case, very likely to generate efficiencies. Still, companies 

should always ensure that the cooperation itself and all its aspects are necessary for the 

aimed purpose. Companies must be mindful that even the Corona crisis does not allow 

for hardcore restrictions like price fixing or bid rigging! 

Abuse of Dominance 

Competition authorities are already investigating whether companies may be taking ad-

vantage of the current shortage of supply, e.g. by terminating contracts on personal 

protective equipment with hospitals in order to raise prices. 

Following complaints from consumers, the Italian Autorità Garante della Concorrenza e 

del Mercato launched investigations against Amazon and eBay with regard to the sig-

nificant price increase for hand disinfection and respiratory masks. Similar investiga-

tions concerning abusive pricing of medical and pharmaceutical products are ongoing 

in Brazil and Thailand. 

Furthermore, the authorities are increasingly focusing on automated pricing tools, as 

used on online marketplaces, which automatically adjust prices according to pre-set al-

gorithms.  

The ECN and the US DOJ have stressed that they are determined to pursue companies 

exploiting the crisis, particularly with respect to facemasks, hand sanitizing gels and 

respirators. 

State Aid 

The Commission issued a Temporary Framework for State aid measures (TF) to support 

the economy in the current COVID-19 outbreak, describing how the European Commis-

sion will apply EU State aid rules. The Commission draws on its experience from the 

2008/2009 financial crisis although it seems to be moving much faster in the current sit-

uation, both with regard to the adoption of the TF itself and clearance of individual 

schemes. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/supermarkets-to-join-forces-to-feed-the-nation
https://www.ftc.gov/system/files/documents/public_statements/1569593/statement_on_coronavirus_ftc-doj-3-24-20.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/antitrust/coronavirus.html
mailto:COMP-COVID-ANTITRUST@ec.europa.eu
https://www.uokik.gov.pl/news.php?news_id=16277
https://www.uokik.gov.pl/news.php?news_id=16277
https://en.agcm.it/en/media/press-releases/2020/3/ICA-Coronavirus-the-Authority-begins-investigating-Amazon-and-eBay-for-misleading-claims-and-excessive-price-increases
http://www.cade.gov.br/noticias/cade-abre-investigacao-no-setor-de-produtos-medicos-farmaceuticos
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-thailand-mask/update-1-thailand-files-complaint-against-e-commerce-platform-lazada-for-overpriced-masks-idUSL4N2B449G
https://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Publikation/DE/Sonstiges/Corona_ECN_Statement.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-cautions-business-community-against-violating-antitrust-laws-manufacturing
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/what_is_new/sa_covid19_temporary-framework.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/what_is_new/sa_covid19_temporary-framework.pdf
https://app.parr-global.com/intelligence/view/prime-3008536
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At the moment, Member States are allowed to compensate companies in sectors that 

have been particularly affected, such as transport, tourism or culture. In addition, Mem-

ber States can adopt the following measures under Article 107(3)(b) TFEU:  

 Aid the in form of direct grants, repayable advances or tax advantages; 

 Aid in the form of guarantees on loans; 

 Aid in the form of subsidised interest rates for loans; 

 Aid in the form of guarantees and loans channeled through credit institutions or 

other financial institutions; 

 Short-term export credit insurance. 

The Commission has already announced to extend the TF. It proposes to include support 

measures for Coronavirus related research and development, the construction and up-

grading of testing facilities, and the production of relevant products, for example vac-

cines, medical equipment, and disinfectants. Furthermore, the Commission considers 

facilitating targeted support in the form of tax payment deferrals and/or suspensions of 

social security contributions and wage subsidies for employees. 

The TF will be in force until the end of 2020. The Commission has already approved a 

number of Member State measures, including an Italian debt moratorium to SMEs, a 

German direct grant scheme, and a French scheme for small enterprises.  

The EIB Group, consisting of the European Investment Bank and the European Invest-

ment Fund, have proposed creating a financing package of EUR 40 billion for SMEs af-

fected by the Corona crisis. Through domestic intermediaries such as commercial banks 

and national promotional banks, the EIB group would provide for loans, credit holidays, 

and other measures mitigating liquidity problems. 

In times of crisis, everyone must adapt to changing circumstances. But with all the om-

nipresent bad news we would like to finish on a happy note and with a positive aspect: 

We are pretty confident that with all the social (or physical) distancing and self-isolation 

initiatives, at least, this is not a time for companies to worry about dawn raids! That said, 

companies should of course be mindful that whatever they do now can be subject to 

scrutiny once the overall situation takes a turn for the better. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/STATEMENT_20_551
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_530
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_524
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_556
https://www.eib.org/en/about/initiatives/covid-19-response/index.htm

