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Case summary   28 September 2021 

Bundeskartellamt concludes proceeding against special steel manufacturers, imposing fines totalling 

around 355 million euros 

Sector: Steel manufacture 

File ref: B12-22/15 and B12-21/17 

Date of decisions: Most recently 27 January and 21 July 2021 (see table below) 

 

After imposing fines totalling around 205 million euros in July 2018 (see Press Release of 12 July 2018), 

the Bundeskartellamt concluded the special steel proceeding with additional fines in July 2021. In total 

the Bundeskartellamt has imposed fines of around 355 million euros on ten special steel manufacturers, 

two trade associations and 17 individuals responsible for concluding agreements on price components 

and exchanging competitively sensitive information. The Bundeskartellamt set fines against the following 

companies and associations for their involvement in the agreements based on the duration and degree 

of their involvement.  

Companies concerned  Duration of 

infringement 

Administrative order 

imposing the fine 

ArcelorMittal Commercial Long Deutschland GmbH (“AM”), 

Cologne 

7/2009 to 1/2016 4/7/2018 

BGH Edelstahlwerke GmbH (“BGH”), Freital 12/2002 to 1/2016 21/7/2021 

Dörrenberg Edelstahl GmbH (“Dörrenberg”), Engelskirchen 7/2002 to 1/2016 9/7/2018 

Georgsmarienhütte GmbH (“GMH”), Georgsmarienhütte 7/2002 to 1/2016 13/12/2018 

Kind & Co. Edelstahlwerke GmbH & Co.KG (“Kind & Co.”), Wiehl 7/2002 to 11/2015 4/7/2018 

Lech-Stahlwerke GmbH (“LSW”), Meitingen 1/2003 to 1/2016 27/1/2021 

Saarstahl Aktiengesellschaft (“Saarstahl”), Völklingen 7/2002 to 1/2016 4/7/2018 

https://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Meldung/EN/Pressemitteilungen/2018/12_07_2018_Edelstahl.html
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Schmidt + Clemens GmbH Co. KG (“S + C”), Lindlar 7/2002 to 1/2013 4/7/2018 

Schmolz + Bickenbach AG (“S + B”), Lucerne/Switzerland 9/2006 to 3/2012 12/12/2019 

Zapp Precision Metals GmbH (“Zapp”), Schwerte 7/2002 to 12/2015 4/7/2018 

Associations concerned Duration of 

infringement 

Administrative order 

imposing the fine 

Edelstahl-Vereinigung e.V. (“EV”), Düsseldorf 
7/2002 to 11/2015 23/4/2018 

Wirtschaftsvereinigung Stahl (“WV Stahl”), Düsseldorf 7/2002 to 1/2016 13/8/2018 

 

Besides the addressees, some of the administrative orders imposing the fines mention further legal and 

natural persons involved in the infringement that were not fined by the Bundeskartellamt. Instead, the 

authority discontinued the proceedings against these companies and individuals either because they had 

fully cooperated in the leniency programme, or for other reasons. Mentioning these further persons does 

not constitute an accusation against them and the decisions have neither a legal effect on these 

companies nor a binding effect pursuant to Section 33b sentence 1 German Competition Act (GWB) or 

Section 33(4) GWB (old version). 

The proceeding was initiated in November 2015 with a sector-wide dawn raid following a leniency 

application by the company voestalpine AG, Linz, Austria. In accordance with the Bundeskartellamt’s 

leniency programme, no fines were imposed on voestalpine AG and its operating subsidiaries Buderus 

Edelstahl GmbH, Wetzlar (“Buderus”); Böhler Edelstahl GmbH & Co. KG, Kapfenberg, Austria (“Böhler”), 

and Uddeholms AB, Hagfors, Sweden (“Uddeholms”). 

With the exception of S + B the companies concerned were manufacturers or processors of and/or traders 

of special steel long products. Among the products covered by the agreements were special steel long 

products belonging to the categories of engineering steel, tool steel and high-speed steel as well as rust, 

acid and heat-resistant steel.  

Engineering steel is mainly used where machines and components are exposed to high dynamic strain. It 

meets particularly high requirements in terms of purity, surface hardness, wear resistance and fatigue 

strength and is used among other things in gear construction, power plants and in other areas of 
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mechanical engineering, including motor vehicle manufacturing. The customers are often drop forging 

companies. These forge the steel into various components, primarily for the automobile industry. The 

customers from the automobile industry usually procure the steel they require from drop forging 

companies. Some vehicle manufacturers which have their own forges also purchase steel directly from 

the steel manufacturers.  

Tool steels are primarily used where steel forms and tools have to endure extreme conditions, e.g. in the 

plastic processing and packaging industry, in forging and extrusion processes (for the manufacture of 

wires, tubes or solid and hollow profiles) or in cold-working processes and in the machining of materials. 

High-speed steel is important for a variety of industrial applications, e.g. for so-called machining. 

Machining is a process in which components are cut into the desired shape and size by means of drilling, 

turning or sawing. Due to their quality high-speed steels can be used for machining over longer periods 

without any deterioration in their cutting ability and durability. They can be used to manufacture spiral 

and screw taps or circular saws. 

Rust, acid and heat-resistant steels are suitable for use in the automobile industry (e.g. in high-pressure 

fuel injection systems in petrol engines, in exhaust technology, as valves, for screw fittings or springs), in 

the construction sector (e.g. for support and anchor structures, ribbed reinforcing steel, lightning 

conductors), in the food industry (e.g. meat cutter knives, storage tanks, filling systems) or in the energy 

industry (e.g. boiler tubes, turbine blades, safety screws). They can be used for further purposes in the 

chemical industry, mechanical engineering, medical and transportation technology as well as in the 

aerospace or mining industry. 

In the individual product segments (i.e. engineering steel, tool steel and high-speed steel as well as rust, 

acid and heat-resistant steel), a differentiation has to be made between standard and special steel grades. 

Standard steel grades are used to describe materials of identical chemical composition which are 

produced and sold by various competitors. They are highly comparable and usually have a standard 

material number. The commonly used categories of standard steel grades are outlined in the “Key to 

Steel”, the reference manual used in the steel industry to allocate brand names to material numbers. The 

“Key to Steel” is published every three years in German, French, English, Italian, Spanish and Swedish by 

the publisher Verlag Stahlschlüssel Wegst GmbH with the cooperation of the steel industry and also 

includes steel groups based outside Germany. The “Key to Steel” is also known in the industry as the “Iron 
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and Steel List”. Special steel grades, however, are individually developed by companies and often have 

their own names.  

Special steel long products are offered in different processing states, namely steel tubes, steel bars, semi-

finished steel, wire rod and bright steel. 

Special steel long products were usually sold in Germany based on a price model which essentially 

consisted of a basic price and surcharges for scrap and alloys. These surcharges accounted for a substantial 

part of the end price, e.g. approx. a third of the engineering steel price, around half of the tool and high-

speed steel price and – on account of the comparatively higher proportion of alloying elements – around 

two-thirds of the price for rust, acid and heat-resistant steel. 

The steel producers concerned jointly agreed on and used the standardised method of calculation of the 

scrap and alloy surcharges for special steel products in the periods mentioned above. There was also a 

basic agreement between the steel producers that the scrap and alloy surcharges which were determined 

according to the standardised method of calculation and thus identical should not be part of the 

competition existing between them. It was jointly agreed to apply and maintain the pricing structure 

usually used for all product groups and all stages of the supply chain based on a price model consisting of 

a basic price and surcharges for scrap and alloys, to avoid effective prices where possible and, where 

necessary, to only collectively change the surcharges for scrap and alloys. 

The two trade associations concerned, in particular EV, played a decisive role in the agreements. In various 

fora (such as at board meetings, various meetings of sales managers for specific product categories or the 

so-called “small group” or “alloy surcharge group”) the EV trade association, which has since been 

dissolved, offered most of the companies concerned platforms for implementing the agreements and also 

played an active role by collecting, collating and providing necessary data for the agreement of scrap and 

alloy surcharges.  

The Bundeskartellamt’s findings made it clear that the special steel manufacturers involved aimed to 

maintain the market conditions existing prior to the expiry of the Treaty Establishing the European Coal 

and Steel Community (ECSC) which from mid-1952 to mid-2002 provided a number of special regulations 

for the steel industry, including pricing. By doing so they aimed to avoid or at least to significantly curb 

price competition and to establish a price level in the market which was acceptable for all the companies. 

Of the companies fined, S + B, which now trades under the name Swiss Steel Holding AG, is the only non-

operating company in this sector. As the parent company of the Schmolz + Bickenbach company group 
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(since September 2020 trading under the name Swiss Steel Group) this company was involved in the 

infringement on account of a previous CEO who, in joint cooperation with the sales directors of the 

company's former subsidiary Deutsche Edelstahlwerke GmbH and the sales management boards and 

directors of other companies, usually met twice a year between September 2005 and March 2012 for talks 

between working group members. At these talks and in the presence of the representatives of the car 

manufacturers and their suppliers the sales managers of the companies named above exchanged 

information about the joint surcharge system and the development of the basic prices for the sale of long 

engineering steel products (semi-finished steel and bar steel products) expected in the next contractual 

term to the suppliers of the automobile industry (see Case Summary of 9 January 2020 of the case no. 

B12-23/16). They also exchanged information on the current and anticipated market developments 

relating to the companies attending the meeting - especially about trends in cost and revenue 

development, the order situation, production quantities, capacity utilisation or previous production 

stoppages.  

In autumn 2016 (former) Deutsche Edelstahlwerke GmbH underwent internal restructuring, as a result of 

which it was dissolved as a legal entity. Subsequently the Bundeskartellamt discontinued its proceeding 

against the company.  

With the exception of the companies BGH and LSW as well as WV Stahl the named companies and trade 

associations acknowledged the facts as established by the Bundeskartellamt and agreed to a settlement, 

which was taken into consideration when setting the fines. In calculating the fines imposed on the 

companies AM, Kind & Co., GMH, LSW, Saarstahl, S + B and Zapp it was also taken into account that the 

companies had cooperated with the Bundeskartellamt in clarifying the facts of the case.  

With the exception of the fines imposed on the companies BGH and LSW and their representatives 

involved, the fines imposed are final. LSW and BGH and a representative acting on behalf of each of the 

companies filed an appeal against the fining decisions, which is to be decided by the Düsseldorf Higher 

Regional Court after thorough examination of the established facts.  

Individuals who have been harmed by the infringement may claim compensation from the parties if the 

legal conditions are fulfilled (Section 33a GWB). Final fining decisions of the Bundeskartellamt in which an 

infringement has been found to have occurred have a legally binding effect on court decisions within the 

meaning of Section 33b GWB. 

https://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Entscheidung/DE/Fallberichte/Kartellverbot/2019/B12-23-16.html
https://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Entscheidung/DE/Fallberichte/Kartellverbot/2019/B12-23-16.html

