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Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a privilege for me to be here today to address for the first time since I took over in February such a distinguished gathering of competition enforcers from around the world.
These are challenging times for us all: our economies have been badly affected by the crisis and history has shown that this is precisely when we have to be more determined to maintain the effectiveness of our competition rules. 

I strongly believe that effective competition in open markets is essential to overcome the crisis. Our duty as competition authorities is to ensure that efficient and innovative firms can compete “on the merits” in our markets, so as to deliver, at the best price, the best products and services to businesses and consumers. This is the only way of securing investments, growth, and jobs in the future. 

By contrast, allowing less efficient firms to be protected from effective competition - either through state measures or private arrangements - is a recipe for failure.  I will not get tired of repeating this again and again.

In the EU, we have been particularly attentive to addressing State measures leading to distortions of competition in our internal market, composed by 27 different nations and 500 million consumers and users.  

From the outset of the crisis, we have used our powers to review state subsidies – which are an integral part of our competition policy toolbox – in order to minimize the distortions of competition between companies that could result from the bail out measures decided by the different European governments.

During this period we have continued to actively pursue cartels and other anticompetitive practices, with the same clear message: the crisis cannot be a justification for firms to protect their “home markets” from more efficient ones, or to forego price competition, as this is detrimental to the whole economy. 
For the same reasons, we have used our merger control instruments with the sole objective of maintaining effective competition in the EU, whatever the origin of the firms involved. Preserving competition must be the key test when assessing a merger. And if we want markets to remain open so as to foster investments and growth, competition authorities must make sure that merger control is not used as a protectionist tool against transactions that do not raise competition issues. 

These preliminary remarks on the decisive role of competition policy in the current context of global crisis naturally lead me to underline the parallel importance of achieving convergent competition policies between our respective jurisdictions. 

Importance of global convergence in competition policy 
It is clear that, at the beginning of the 21st century, we cannot afford to operate, to enforce our competition laws, in national or regional silos. We must not remain isolated from what happens in other jurisdictions.

Even if markets often remain regional or national in terms of competitive assessment, fostering global convergence in our legal and economic analysis is essential to ensuring effectiveness of our enforcement and creating a level playing field for businesses across our jurisdictions.

From our perspective as enforcers: we need to be able to bring cases which involve companies and behaviours that cut across multiple jurisdictions.  This requires practical cooperation between our agencies but also a degree of convergence between our policies.

And it is also true from the perspective of businesses: cooperation and convergence contribute to a level playing field across jurisdictions, increase legal predictability by reducing the risk of incoherent intervention, and ultimately facilitate cross-border trade and investments to the benefit of our economies. 
Of course, we all necessarily operate in the context of our own market conditions, our own competition laws and our own procedures.  The parameters of our cooperation are defined by this fact.

In terms of substantive assessment, we have to recognise that each case is necessarily shaped by these specificities – but this should not stop us working towards common principles, built upon a sound economic analysis. 

More specifically, I believe that there is a case for considering convergence on substantive antitrust issues such as “unilateral conduct”. The work done in the ICN Unilateral Conduct Working Group last year, examining different approaches to "abusive" refusals to deal, has been a step in this process. But we can further share our experiences in relation to other specific types of unilateral conduct, and their respective merits and drawbacks. 

I am therefore very pleased that my services in DG COMP will be organising the ICN Unilateral Conduct Workshop next December in Brussels – and I look forward to interesting and productive discussions on that topic.

On procedure, each of our systems has its own rules.  This is logical, not least because these procedures are often a reflection of our different legal systems. All systems (based on either administrative or judicial decision-making procedures) can deliver good results – as long as rights of defence and effective judicial scrutiny are ensured.  

Keeping this fundamental principle in mind, what matters is that our different procedures do not put obstacles in the way of cooperation and effective enforcement. In recent years for instance, increased cooperation between competition enforcement agencies and convergence in procedures has facilitated merger control and helped speed up the approval process for business.  Business has played its part in many cases by granting waivers allowing enforcement agencies to exchange information. 

If we now want to improve the fight against global cartels, such cooperation is also warranted, notably to preserve the effectiveness of leniency programmes.
I also attach a particular importance to competition advocacy and to the "transparency" of our decisions.  I believe that business and consumers need to understand what we are doing and why we are doing it.  This is something on which we must be particularly active at EU level given our position as a supranational enforcement agency. When we review a merger, for instance, we must issue reasoned decisions – whether positive or negative -: this is a way of ensuring consistency, predictability and to provide the guarantee that we are not favouring one company or one Member State over another. 

By helping us all strive towards common goals in terms of enforcement and advocacy, the International Competition Network is doing important work.  The success of this endeavour is reflected in the exponential increase in membership of the ICN over the past ten years.  From just a few in 2001, we are now 105 competition enforcement agencies today and we must think about its future. 

Future of the ICN
This conference - after almost a decade of existence of the ICN– will provide the opportunity to reflect on how we can build on the achievements of the past and ensure our continuing success.  This will be to the benefit of all agencies in each of our respective jurisdictions. You will be discussing this in the coming days, but before concluding let me contribute to the debate with a few ideas. 

The ICN has provided an excellent forum for promoting competition policy. In these times of crisis, it is more important than ever to have a voice reminding governments, business and citizens, of the decisive role of competition policy in a successful exit strategy from the crisis. The ICN and all its members must together spread this message effectively. 

The ICN has also been an excellent example of an international forum focused on achieving results and organised with a project-based approach.  We should continue focusing on providing value added projects, and avoid the risk of dispersing our efforts.
Beyond being a forum in which competition agencies exchange experiences on their respective practices, our ultimate goal should be to achieve some convergence worldwide on common principles of competition policy. The ICN Best practices, our landmark product, have laid down some fundamental principles in a number of areas and we should develop this work further. 

Finally, the strength of the ICN lays in its inclusive and open approach, reaching out to all competition authorities from around the globe. It has helped new agencies to build their enforcement capacity and we should continue investing in this.

Last but not least, some important parts of the world economy are not yet represented here. I believe that we should aim for a full representation of the competition authorities. And we should ensure that the diversity of our membership is fully reflected in the way we organise our work.

Let me finish.

In spite of the differences that exist between our respective systems, we share a common objective of ensuring effective and objective competition enforcement. Competition policy is a tool to provide more opportunities for consumers and businesses and therefore for achieving growth and jobs in all our jurisdictions. 

We must make sure that the ICN will continue to contribute effectively to this common goal.
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