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Abstract 

Significant price changes on certain days in a week or periods of the year indicate 

that fuel price movements do not exclusively depend on supply and demand. A 

number of Member States, for instance Germany, The United Kingdom and Spain 

have already started to investigate the issue; instruments to enhance price 

transparency have been established in some of them. The European Commission 

has launched enquiries. Fuel prices must now be reported to the European 

Commission. Recently the OECD also published a report on the matter. The aim of 

the workshop is to have a look into the development of fuel prices in the EU. The 

results of the discussion will feed into the deliberations on competition policy in 

the ECON committee. 
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PROGRAMME OF THE WORKSHOP 

 

 

DIRECTORATE GENERAL FOR INTERNAL POLICIES 

POLICY DEPARTMENT A: ECONOMIC AND SCIENTIFIC POLICIES 

WORKSHOP: Monday effect - Manipulation of fuel prices? 

 

- Programme - 

 

Wednesday, 18 December 2013, 9.30 to 12.30 hrs, European Parliament, Brussels 

Room ASP 3G2; 9.30 - 12.30 hrs, Interpretation: DE, EN, ES, FR, webstream at 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/de/committees/video?event=20131218-0930-COMMITTEE-ECON 

9.30 - 9.35 hrs Welcome and Introduction: Ramon TREMOSA,  

ECON rapporteur for Competition Policy 2013 

 

9.35 - 12.25 hrs   Panel Discussion 
 
Participants: 
 
Sean F. ENNIS  Senior Economist, Competition Division, DAF, OECD, Paris 
 

Milagros AVEDILLO CARRETERO Deputy Director of the Energy Direction,   
Spanish Competition Authority (CNMC), Madrid, Spain 

 
Marta GARCÍA ÁLVAREZ   Chief Handler of the Industry and Energy Unit,   

Spanish Competition Authority (CNMC), Madrid, Spain 

 
Sandro GLEAVE Head of Market Transparency Unit for Fuels, Bundeskartellamt 

(German Competition Authority), Bonn, Germany 

 
Frode STEEN Professor and Head of the Department of Economics at the 

Norwegian School of Economics, Bergen, Norway 
 

Jordi RIPOLLÉS PIQUERAS Assistant to Professor Jacint BALAGUER at the Department of 
Economics at Universitat Jaume I, Castellón, Spain, 

  Currently visiting scholar, University Sheffield, UK 
 
Jürgen ALBRECHT Policy Officer Transport Affairs, Allgemeiner Deutscher 

Automobil Club e.V. (ADAC, German Motorists Club), Munich, 

Germany 
 
Moderator: 

Lewis CROFTS    Chief Correspondent Europe of MLex, Brussels 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/de/committees/video?event=20131218-0930-COMMITTEE-ECON


Workshop: Monday Effect - Fuel Price Manipulation? 

 

PE 518.745 5 

Possible points to be discussed: 

 
 Is there any evidence for fuel price manipulation? 
 Would more price transparency be helpful? What could be done to improve price transparency in 

the fuel sector? 
 Why is it difficult to control prices and potential abuses in the fuel sector? 
 
 Should the fuel prices be regulated? 

 Should regulatory measures such as the '24 hour rule' (like in Austria), where prices can only be 
changed once every 24 hours, be implemented?  

 Should fuel prices be fixed by the government? 
 Do Price Reporting Agencies merit their place in the fuel market? 
 
 Does the competitive situation for fuel stations differ between Member States? 

 Does a solution on European level seem feasible, or are the characteristics of national markets 
too specific? 

 
 
12.25 - 12.30 hrs Closing remarks by Ramon TREMOSA,  

ECON rapporteur for Competition Policy 2013 
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1. CURRICULA VITAE OF THE SPEAKERS 

Sean F. ENNIS 

Sean F. Ennis (Ph.D., Economics, UC Berkeley) is a Senior Economist in the OECD’s 

Competition Division, whose work is focused on competition law and policy, particularly in 

regulated industries. Prior to joining the OECD, he worked for the Antitrust Division of the 

US Department of Justice in Washington, DC and then for DG Competition in Brussels. He 

has served as Executive Director of the Competition Commission of Mauritius. 

Milagros AVEDILLO CARRETERO 

Milagros Avedillo is an economist with profound professional experience in industrial policy. 

At the time of the workshop she was Deputy Director of the Oil Sector Unit of the Energy 

Division of Spain's National Authority for Markets and Competition (previously the Energy 

Regulatory Commission). Prior to that, she worked as a senior advisor to the Secretary of 

State of the Ministry of Economy and Finance in the sector of Economy. 

Marta GARCÍA ÁLVAREZ 

Marta García is Chief Handler of the Industry and Energy Unit of the Competition Division of 

Spain's National Authority for Markets and Competition (previously the National 

Competition Authority). She has been in this position for 4 years. Previously, she worked as 

an advisor to the Secretary of State of the Ministry of Industry in the Energy sector. 

Sandro GLEAVE 

Sandro Gleave is Head of the Market Transparency Unit for Fuels at the Bundeskartellamt 

(German Competition Authority) and Rapporteur in the 8th decision division dealing with oil 

markets. Sandro Gleave studied Mathematics and Economics and joined the 

Bundeskartellamt in 2002. 

Frode STEEN 

Frode Steen is presently Professor and Head of the Department of Economics at Norwegian 

School of Economics (NHH). He is also a research fellow in Centre for Economic Policy 

Design (CEPR). He is working in the field of Econometrics and Empirical Industrial 

Organization, and have undertaken studies of several industries and markets; 

telecom/media, cement, shipping, airline, banking, gasoline, grocery etc. One of his main 

interests the last ten years has been airline and telecom/media industries. He has an 

extensive experience as external expert in sector specific regulation and competition cases 

in Norway and Sweden. He has provided written and/or oral testimony in competition and 

regulation matters in court in both countries. His research publications include academic 

papers in the journals as e.g., American Economic Review, European Economic Review, 

Scandinavian Journal of Economics, International Journal of Industrial Organization, Review 

of industrial Organization, American Journal of Agricultural Economics. 

Jordi RIPOLLÉS PIQUERAS 

Jordi Ripollés Piqueras graduated from the University Jaume I (Spain) in 2009 where he 

gained an MSc in International Economics one year after. Later, he won a fellowship from 

the Generalitat Valenciana to study the PhD in Industrial and International Economics at 

the same university under the supervision of Professor Jacint Balaguer. Currently, he is 

finishing his PhD thesis at the Department of Economics at the University of Sheffield (UK) 

as a visiting scholar. He has presented and published various research papers related to 

pricing behaviour of oil markets, energy economics and applied econometrics. 
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Jürgen ALBRECHT 

Jürgen Albrecht, Allgemeiner Deutscher Automobil Club e.V. (ADAC, German Motorists 

Club), Policy Officer Transport Affairs, holds a university degree in economics and has been 

working in the Transport Division of ADAC e.V. since 1992, focusing on fiscal policy, road 

pricing and fuel market. 

Lewis CROFTS (moderator) 

Lewis is chief antitrust correspondent for MLex and writes extensively on issues of cartels, 

regulation and State aid. As the agency’s lead court reporter, he has written for several 

years on litigation before courts in Luxembourg, London, Germany and the US. A graduate 

of Oxford University, Lewis worked in academia at the Charles University, Prague, before 

becoming a journalist. 
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2. CONTRIBUTIONS BY THE SPEAKERS 

2.1. Statement by Sean F. ENNIS (OECD) 

Periods of sharp price increases in road fuel commonly generate acute concern by the 

public and by governments, including at times suspicions that suppliers are colluding to 

raise prices. Parallel pricing, price cycling patterns and ‘rockets and feathers’ pricing in the 

road fuel sector all raise suspicions which often require detailed analysis by competition 

agencies. 

In a number of OECD countries, road fuel markets are considered competitive at the retail 

level, with price levels and volatility reflecting fundamental demand and supply factors and 

not lack of competition or anticompetitive conduct. However, road fuel markets in other 

countries seem to have suffered from a lack of competition, particularly when the market 

structure is characterized by a small number of vertically integrated players with high 

barriers to entry. Market conditions in the retail gasoline markets, such as high 

transparency, an essentially homogenous product, a stable and inelastic demand, and 

extensive vertical relations, often favour coordination. 

A key question for competition authorities is how to distinguish lawful from unlawful 

conduct in the absence of direct evidence of an agreement. Special price patterns such as 

parallel price movements, price cycles and so-called ‘rockets and feathers’ pricing, i.e. 

pass-on of increased input prices taking place faster than of decreased input price, are 

often surmised to be signs of competition problems. However, additional analysis is usually 

needed to provide convincing evidence of a competition law infringement. Considering the 

difficulty of distinguishing between price movements consistent with effective competition 

on road fuel markets and those which should raise a competition authority’s concern, 

market monitoring, market studies and investigations deliver clear benefits even though 

these kinds of activities are resource-intensive.  

Parallel behaviour may serve as a first clue to the presence of collusion and to form a 

suspicion of illegality, but it does not suffice to prove an illicit conduct. In the absence of 

direct evidence of an agreement, competition agencies rely on ‘plus factors’ or 

circumstantial evidence to establish a concerted practice or a ‘meeting of the minds’ to a 

common purpose or result. It has to be shown that the conduct resulted from concerted 

behaviour rather than simply a rational and spontaneous independent response of each 

firm to the recognized mutual interdependence.  

Some retail gasoline markets exhibit regular and asymmetric price cycles where prices 

increase rapidly over a short period of time and then steadily decrease over longer periods. 

The leading theory behind asymmetric price cycles following a ‘sawtooth’ pattern in retail 

gasoline markets is the Edgeworth Price Cycle theory, but the causes of such a pattern are 

not fully understood. Some studies consider price cycles to be indicative of stronger 

competition, with firms repeatedly undercutting price to steal market share. However, 

others have attributed cycling to tacit or explicit collusion that presumably harms 

consumers.  

Some competition authorities have found evidence that communication was used by 

competitors to facilitate or achieve coordination on the timing and magnitude of price 

changes. Communication evidence may play a fundamental role as a ‘plus factor’. However, 

in certain jurisdictions an understanding or commitment may not be established by 

communication and exchanges of price information unless there has been commitment or 

obligation to act according to a common scheme. It may also be required by Courts that a 

concerted practice constitutes the only plausible explanation for such a parallel conduct. 
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The evidentiary standards regarding ‘plus factors’ as elements of proof continue to be 

among competition law’s most difficult and unsettled areas.  

Evidence of ‘rockets and feathers’ pricing (i.e. a pricing pattern where prices increase 

sharply and then decrease in little steps) has been found in many countries by academic 

researchers and competition agencies and may impose an extra cost to consumers when 

compared to the situation of symmetric pricing. Retail gasoline prices adjust more rapidly 

to increases in input prices (crude oil prices or international benchmark prices for refined 

products) than to decreases. It is often suggested that the delay in fully cutting price when 

input costs decrease is a result, at least temporarily, of collusion between companies to 

increase prices. However, several possible explanations have been advanced for such 

asymmetry in price responses.  

The traditional explanation to the ‘rockets and feathers’ phenomenon is market power and 

tacit collusion. Firms may have less incentive to reduce prices as costs fall. The old retail 

price becomes a focal point, and retail price stickiness may occur. Another possible 

explanation are search costs, as consumers may find it worthwhile to search more actively 

when prices are rising than when prices are decreasing. This may allow gasoline retailers to 

take a longer period to adjust their prices downwards, thus maintaining temporarily higher 

margins. Adjustment costs in refining and wholesale may also justify asymmetric pricing, 

as refiners and wholesalers (particularly importers) may have limited capability to alter 

supply in the short term, in response to price changes. Finally, inventory management by 

consumers is another possible explanation for such phenomenon. When prices are 

decreasing, consumers expect prices to fall even further and may delay filling up their 

tanks. Conversely, consumers rapidly drive to the pump to refill their tanks when prices are 

rising.  

Antitrust enforcement is fundamental to guarantee anticompetitive conduct is detected and 

penalised. Merger control in the road fuel sector is also important to prevent unilateral 

effects resulting from the accumulation of excessive market power or coordinated effects, if 

the merger makes coordination between the firms in the market easier, more stable or 

more effective. Whilst enforcement activity by competition authorities is essential to the 

good functioning of these markets, structural conditions in road fuel markets could also be 

altered, as suggested by several competition authorities in recommendations to 

government or to legislators.  

Even where it can be ruled out that price movements are related to competition problems, 

it seems that the wider public and hence politicians in general dislike road fuel retail price 

volatility. This creates a tension with what competition policy makers will typically 

recommend – that it is in most cases best not to tamper with the price setting process.  

As most competition problems in road fuel markets are linked to a lack of competition and 

tacit collusion, in most jurisdictions there is no violation of competition law. Hence, no 

prosecution by law enforcers is possible. One currently popular action that would be taken 

instead to alleviate competition problems is to increase public information on prices via the 

internet, mobile devices or through large display panels at petrol stations. While fostering 

price transparency to reduce consumers’ search costs, and avoiding an imbalance of 

transparency towards suppliers, is controversial, it has potentially positive effects on 

competition because it increases transparency for consumers and reduces search costs, but 

it can also facilitate tacit collusion. Most experts think it is overall beneficial for competition.  

More often than advocating better price information for consumers, measures to lower 

entry barriers in order to make road fuel markets more competitive have been 

recommended by competition authorities. Facilitating imports of road fuel, by creating 

conditions which permit access to logistic infrastructures, such as ports, pipelines and 
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storage depots, or reviewing regulations which restrict entry in the retail market, for 

instance, can also reduce the potential for coordination, lawful or unlawful, which may 

impose supra-competitive prices on consumers, by promoting greater competition in these 

markets. These measures typically require a change in the legal framework that governs 

the sector.  

One observation is that there are infringements regarding road fuel markets which are not 

typical to competition law. One issue is, e.g., price manipulation on trading exchanges. 

Some experts expect to see more and more specific market abuse rules, which would deal 

with such infringements and which would have an impact on the way competition policy 

enforcers would look at road fuel markets.  

For example, the US Congress has passed the Energy Independence and Security Act, a 

comprehensive energy reform statute, which has authorised the US competition authorities 

to prohibit deceptive conduct in wholesale petroleum markets. Pursuant to this, the 

competition authorities have in 2009 issued a market manipulation rule for wholesale 

transactions, which prohibited practices such as failing to state a material fact so as to 

distort market conditions. Examples of this were false or misleading announcements to 

government agencies about prices or volumes of past transactions. Violation of the rule 

could result in high penalties, in addition to cease and desist orders (i.e. a request usually 

issued by administrative agencies to halt an activity (cease) and not to take it up again 

later (desist)). The rationale underlying the market manipulation rule is that deception does 

not contribute to well-functioning markets.  

For more information on OECD work on competition concerns for road fuel and on other 

competition-related topics, please see: www.oecd.org/competition. 

http://www.oecd.org/competition
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2.2. Presentation by Milagros AVEDILLO CARRETERO and 
Marta GARCÍA ÁLVAREZ (CNMC) 
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2.3. Presentation by Sandro GLEAVE (BKartA) 
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2.4. Presentation by Frode STEEN (Norwegian School of 
Economics) 
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2.5. Presentation by Jordi RIPOLLÉS PIQUERAS (University 
Jaume I) 
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2.6. Introductory Statement by Jürgen ALBRECHT (ADAC) 

A sector inquiry into the German fuels market carried out by the Federal Cartel Office found 

the market to be dominated by an oligopoly of five companies. The inquiry also revealed 

consumers to be at a disadvantage due to fuel prices being higher than would be the case 

in a well-functioning competitive environment. Based on these findings, ADAC 

commissioned the Institut für Wettbewerbsökonomie in Düsseldorf/Germany (Institute for 

Competition Economics, Düsseldorf) to conduct a study aimed at establishing specific 

measures to strengthen competition in the fuels markets. As a result, certain demands 

have been identified concerning the refinery industry, consumer information and, possibly, 

price regulation. In any case, the complex issues of the unsatisfactory competition situation 

in the fuels markets will require a parallel approach in several areas of activity from both 

the suppliers’ and the customers’ perspective. 

Measures which ADAC considers useful include, but are not limited to: 

 efficient and, if necessary, stricter enforcement of competition rules in order to counter 

exclusionary abuse and discrimination against independent suppliers in the refinery 

sector 

 a separate sector inquiry by the Federal Cartel Office into the refinery markets 

 an extensive awareness campaign in consumer information politics to strengthen 

consumers’ price sensitivity 

 increased transparency for consumers, to which the new Market Transparency 

 Unit for Fuels in Germany may make a positive contribution 

 no price regulation in the German fuels market due to the risk of resulting higher prices 



Workshop: Monday Effect - Fuel Price Manipulation? 

 

PE 518.745 43 

Graphics on average fuel prices in Germany (ADAC) 

Graph 1: Average daily course of fuel prices Monday to Friday 

 

 

Graph 2: Average daily course of fuel prices Monday to Sunday 
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Graph 3:  Averages daily course of fuel prices on Saturdays 

 

 

Graph 4: Average daily fuel prices on Sundays 

 

Source: ADAC, Jürgen Albrecht, http://www.adac.de/_mmm/pdf/Tagesganglinien_195636.pdf. 

http://www.adac.de/_mmm/pdf/Tagesganglinien_195636.pdf
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3. SUMMARY OF THE WORKSHOP DISCUSSION 

Note: Lewis CROFTS (MLex) moderated the discussion session of the workshop and 

provided this summary. 

Ramon Tremosa i Balcells (MEP, ALDE) opened the workshop with an explanation of why 

his attention had been drawn to the issue of the potential manipulation of fuel prices, given 

activity by competition authorities and governments in several EU states. In particular, 

regulators have looked at the development of prices during specific cycles, such as the 

weekly ‘Monday Effect’, and relations between oil companies and petrol stations.  

The presentations began with Sean Ennis (Senior Economist, Competition Division, OECD) 

who explained the OECD’s recent report into competition in road fuel markets. He said that 

in many countries the sector suffers from a lack of competition, but there were significant 

variations in the situations between countries. In some states, there were high barriers to 

entry for other refineries or petrol-station operators and this could create competition 

problems. There has also been scrutiny of parallel pricing among petrol stations and oil 

companies but this is more difficult to prove as an antitrust offence without direct evidence, 

Ennis said. He said other factors such as building storage capacity and import availability 

affected markets as well.  

The Spanish situation was presented next by Milagros Avedillo Carretero (former Deputy 

Director of Energy Directorate, Comisión Nacional de los Mercados y la 

Competencia/Spain's National Authority for Markets and Competition) and Marta García 

Álvarez (Industry and Energy Unit, Comisión Nacional de los Mercados y la 

Competencia/Spain's National Authority for Markets and Competition). They mapped out 

the high concentration of fuel supply among three major operators in the country and 

sectoral regulation was important to ensure competitive prices. Since 2007, the prices for 

10,000 service stations have been published, and since August 2012 the competition 

authority has increased its scrutiny. They noted that pre-tax prices in Spain were among 

the highest in Europe, and commented on the sales price parallelism among operators and 

petrol stations. They explained there had been enforcement action against restrictive 

agreements with petrol stations but the problem still exists. The regulator has two open 

investigations into the industry. 

In Germany, the competition authority responded to concerns by introducing a market 

transparency system. This was set out by Sandro Gleave (Head of Market Transparency 

Unit for Fuels, Bundeskartellamt/German Competition Authority), who explained that it was 

born out of a 2008-2011 sector enquiry. The regulator looked in particular at prices in four 

cities and saw large differences between prices rises and price falls. The price increases 

were comparable, even if the prices themselves were different, Gleave said. Price decreases 

on the other hand were regional. Gleave explained the legislation underpinning the 

transparency unit and what information was gathered and disseminated.  

Professor Frode Steen (Norwegian School of Economics, Bergen) explained the situations 

in Sweden and Norway based on his research. He said there was evidence of 

anticompetitive conduct, noting that price decreases and competition were annulled every 

Monday when there was a uniform increase. He said less than a third of Norwegian 

consumers knew of the effect, and almost two-thirds were indifferent to it. He expressed 

scepticism over the effectiveness of an ‘app’ to increase price transparency since it could 

help companies to understand each other’s behaviour better. The Norwegian market is 

dominated by four operators, he said, and recommended prices are used as the 

‘coordinating device’ among them. 
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Jordi Ripollés Piqueras (University Jaume I, Castellon, Spain) presented research on the 

Spanish market, raising questions over whether the regional oil markets were well 

integrated. He said complete integration will be difficult without unifying the current 

legislation at national level, ahead of broader EU-level integration. He said there was not 

always clear, unequivocal proof of ‘rocket and feather’ pricing. Aggregating data can hide 

the evidence of collusive behaviour, he said.  

As regards users, Jürgen Albrecht (ADAC, German Motorists Club) said that his 

association’s members welcomed the increased transparency of prices but warned against 

any attempt to regulate prices more intrusively. He said there should be a range of 

measures aimed at helping the emergence of more independent suppliers, and pushed for a 

separate enquiry by the Bundeskartellamt/German Competition Authority into the refinery 

sector. He said there were ‘dark areas’ which needed elucidating here.  

Andreas Schwab (MEP, EPP) led the workshop’s question-session, noting that there was 

consensus against formal price regulation. Given that position, he elicited comments on 

what alternatives there could be to addressing the apparent pricing irregularities. He also 

sought views on whether vertically integrated companies should be split up, and what help 

could be afforded to smaller operators and stations to break into a market led by larger 

corporations. Schwab went on to question whether the European market was integrated or 

if it remained national. 
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4. BACKGROUND 

The suspected case of petrol, diesel and biofuel - referred to as fuel - price manipulation by 

fuel stations and oil companies has been nicknamed 'the Monday effect', due to consumer 

fuel prices that are often felt as biased - and cheaper - on Mondays, only to then rise again 

the next day. Voices from academia, the European Commission, as well as the national 

Competition Authorities of Germany, Spain and the UK have recently investigated fuel price 

movements, with the suspicion that there is a lack of competition in the fuel market and 

that companies may be manipulating fuel prices for extra profit thus distorting statistics, 

manipulating fuel prices seasonally1 and/or daily. Also the OECD has recently published a 

report giving an overview of the situation.2 

According to the Council decision of 22 April 1999 (1999/280/EC3), Member States must 

report their fuel prices to the European Commission every Monday for the European 

Commission Oil Bulletin, which provides data on weekly pre- and post-tax petrol and diesel 

prices in EUR per 1000 litres in EU Member States. The fact that the prices have to be 

reported and published on Mondays together with Monday price drops gives rise to 

suspicion, suggesting a specific day-of-the-week price manipulation. For example, in Spain 

and Germany there have been confirmed repeated falls of fuel prices on Mondays, only to 

rise again on Tuesdays. The oil market that determines the price of fuel is not fully 

regulated, instead price transparency relies on companies to submit accurate data to price 

reporting agencies. A report from IOSCO4 warned that companies in such markets may 

have an incentive to distort the market for profit by reporting distorted prices. 

The term ‘Monday effect’ is nonetheless a simplification of a bigger problem, as the overall 

issue is the lack of transparency of constantly changing consumer fuel prices at fuel 

stations. In almost all Member States fuel prices change at various times per day and per 

week, mostly in parallel among most fuel stations, with no apparent reason being visible to 

the consumer. Along-side this, consumers often complain that fuel prices follow an unfair 

rockets and feathers pricing mechanism, i.e. a quick price rise, followed by a slow decline.  

The price of fuel has a high importance to many households, businesses and the economy 

as a whole, because higher fuel prices can lead to lower short-term economic growth and 

increase the prices of many goods and services.5 As the quality differences between fuel 

stations are negligible, the price is among the main sources of competitiveness among 

petrol stations. The general price composition of road fuel in the EU is 50-65 %6 tax(es) 

and VAT, 30-45 % production cost, and  2-7 % profit.  

                                                 
1  For example around holidays.  
2  http://www.oecd.org/daf/competition/CompetitionInRoadFuel.pdf.  
3  http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:1999:110:0008:0011:EN:PDF.  
4  IOSCO’s Consultation on the Functioning and Oversight of Oil Price Reporting Agencies, 

http://www.iosco.org/library/pubdocs/pdf/IOSCOPD383.pdf. 
5  Especially goods or parts of goods which have to be transported. 
6  European Commission: Total Taxation Share in the end consumer price for Euro-Super 95 and Diesel Oil, 

http://ec.europa.eu/energy/observatory/oil/bulletin_en.htm. 

http://www.oecd.org/daf/competition/CompetitionInRoadFuel.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:1999:110:0008:0011:EN:PDF
http://www.iosco.org/library/pubdocs/pdf/IOSCOPD383.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/observatory/oil/bulletin_en.htm
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4.1. Debates in the European Parliament 

The following Parliamentary Questions have been raised in 2013 regarding the possible 

manipulation of fuel prices: 

 

Parliamentary questions 

10 January 2013 
 

E-000210-13 

Question for written answer 
to the Commission  
Rule 117 
Ramon Tremosa i Balcells (ALDE)  

Subject: Possible price manipulation in the fuel sector 
 

 

Answer(s)  

Analysis of year‐on‐year inflation figures for November 2011 to November 2012 leads to the conclusion that pre-tax 

fuel prices in Spain differed widely from the European average: +3.9 % for petrol and ‐1.1 % for diesel(1). 

However, fuel prices in Spain had remained very close to the European average up until October 2012. But there was 
a notable change during the seven weeks prior to the end of November. While the price of Super 95 petrol lost 6.5 
points on average in Europe, it fell in Spain by 13.5 %. Diesel prices in Spain fell by 8.1 % as opposed to a 3.7 % 
average in the euro area. Various analysts and reputable economists have commented that these figures are 

surprising1. The end of November is when the Spanish Government calculates the year‐on‐year inflation rate used to 

update pensions and benefits. According to the Government, the drop in inflation could primarily be attributed to the 
fall in fuel prices, and especially to the fact that between the beginning of October and the end of November the RPI 
fell from 3.5 % to 2.9 %. 
One week after the RPI had been set, the pre-tax price of Super 95 petrol and of diesel rose in Spain, even though 
fuel prices in various European countries, which Spanish fuel prices are normally in line with, had fallen considerably. 
1. Will the Commission investigate whether the Spanish Government could be involved in occasionally manipulating 
prices in the fuel sector in Spain? 
2. Is the Commission aware that the Ministry of Industry is said to have asked petroleum companies shortly before 
November 2012 ‘to lend a hand’(2)? 

 

(1) 
http://www.fedeablogs.net/economia/?p=26796. 

(2) 
http://economia.elpais.com/economia/2012/12/14/actualidad/1355485876_608289.html 

  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000210&language=EN 
 

 

Parliamentary questions 

10 January 2013 
 

E-000207-13 

Question for written answer 
to the Commission  
Rule 117 
Ramon Tremosa i Balcells (ALDE)  

Subject: Possible collaboration on one-day-a-week fall in fuel prices 
 

 

Answer(s)  

Some economists have noticed that the prices of diesel and Euro Super 95 petrol in the past six weeks have been 
significantly lower on Mondays than on other days of the week(1).  
In 2007 the Spanish Government published an order from the Industry Ministry stipulating that Spanish petroleum 
companies must provide weekly reports on the price of various types of fuel on the first working day of every week, i.e. 
their price on Monday. 
Last July, the National Competition Commission published a report highlighting the lack of competition in this sector 
and the fact that petroleum companies’ pre-tax prices and margins were amongst the highest in the European Union. 
The so-called ‘Monday effect’ is now three to four times greater than when that report was published, having risen 
from an average of ‐0.28 % for petrol and ‐0.20 % for diesel, to its current average of ‐0.79 % for petrol and ‐0.64 % 

for diesel. 
1. Is the Commission aware that fuel prices repeatedly alter like this within the week? What does it see as the cause? 
2. Will the Commission investigate whether market operators are collaborating to help prices fall on Mondays? 

 

(1) 
http://www.fedeablogs.net/economia/?p=27073. 

  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN 

 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000210&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000210&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000210&language=EN#def1
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000210&language=EN#def2
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000210&language=EN#ref1
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000210&language=EN#ref2
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN#def1
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN#ref1
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Parliamentary questions 

10 January 2013 
 

E-000211-13 

Question for written answer 
to the Commission  
Rule 117 
Ramon Tremosa i Balcells (ALDE)  

Subject: Possible competition agreement on fuel sales 
 

 

Answer(s)  

Analysis of year‐on‐year inflation figures for November 2011 to November 2012 leads to the conclusion that pre-tax 
fuel prices in Spain differed widely from the European average: +3.9 % for petrol and ‐1.1 % for diesel

(1)
. 

However, fuel prices in Spain had remained very close to the European average up until October 2012. But there was 
a notable change during the seven weeks prior to the end of November. While the price of Super 95 petrol lost 6.5 
points on average in Europe, it fell in Spain by 13.5 %. Diesel prices in Spain fell by 8.1 % as opposed to a 3.7 % 
average in the euro area. Various analysts and reputable economists have commented that these figures are 
surprising

1
. The end of November is when the Spanish Government calculates the year‐on‐year inflation rate used to 

update pensions and benefits. According to the Government, the drop in inflation could primarily be attributed to the 
fall in fuel prices, and especially to the fact that between the beginning of October and the end of November the RPI 
fell from 3.5 % to 2.9 %. 
One week after the RPI had been set, the pre-tax price of Super 95 petrol and of diesel rose in Spain, even though 
fuel prices in various European countries, which Spanish fuel prices are normally in line with, had fallen considerably. 
1. Is the Commission aware of these sharp variations in fuel prices in Spain? What would it say is the cause? 
2. Does the Commission believe that collusion by companies distributing and selling fuel in Spain may lie behind these 
price changes, interfering thereby with free competition? 

 

(1) 
http://www.fedeablogs.net/economia/?p=26796. 

  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000211&language=EN 

 

Parliamentary questions 

4 March 2013 
 

 E-000210/13 

 E-000207/13 

 E-000211/13 

Joint answer given by Mr Almunia on behalf of the Commission 
Written questions :E-000210/13 , E-000207/13 , E-000211/13 
 

The Commission is not aware of the possible causes of the sudden fall in fuel prices observed in Spain and reported 
to the Commission Services through the weekly ‘Oil Bulletin’ data between beginning of October and end of November 
2012, i.e. when the Spanish Government calculates the year‐on‐year inflation rate used to update pensions and 

benefits, nor has it received any indications that sharp variations in fuel prices in Spain might be the result of 
anticompetitive practices by oil companies or of an alleged intervention by the Spanish Government vis-à-vis the oil 
companies' margins. 
The Commission is aware of the asymmetries in the speed at which pre-tax retail prices adjust to variations in 
international fuel prices, but it has never had, directly or through the outcome of national investigations conducted so 
far

(1)
, indications that such asymmetries could have been the result of anticompetitive practices. Indeed, as pointed out 

by the Spanish NCA in its numerous reports on the Spanish fuel sector, there can be other explanations for these 
asymmetries, such as the existence of an oligopolistic market structure, fuel refining delays combined with limited fuel 
stocks or insufficient price transparency for consumers. These explanations are associated with markets where 
effective competition is weak, and where, therefore, Member States may consider removing existing barriers in the 
sector. 
Nonetheless, the Commission would not hesitate to act, either by itself or in coordination with the Spanish Competition 
Authority, if it received sufficient information pointing to collusive behaviour of undertakings or abusive behaviour of 
individual companies on the Spanish fuel market, independently or following government pressure. 

 

(1) 
See, most recently, the investigation by the OFT, available at: . http://www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-

work/othermarketswork/road-fuel-CFI/. 

 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN 
  

 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000211&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000211&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000211&language=EN#def1
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000211&language=EN#ref1
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000210&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2013-000211&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN#def1
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2013-000207&language=EN#ref1
http://www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-work/othermarketswork/road-fuel-CFI/
http://www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-work/othermarketswork/road-fuel-CFI/
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4.2. Timeline of various investigations in the EU 

 
Source: Policy Department, European Parliament. 

4.3. National Competition Authorities' Investigations 

4.3.1. May 2011: Bundeskartellamt - Germany 

The German Bundeskartellamt's (BKartA) 'Fuel Sector Inquiry' of May 2011 marked the 

completion of a three years7 inquiry of the retail sale of petrol and diesel at fuel stations. It 

concluded that the fuel station market is not truly competitive and that there is a 

dominant oligopoly8 in the regional fuel stations market in Germany. Therefore 

automotive fuel prices are higher than they would be in a competitive market. 

The inquiry also confirmed long-term uniform price setting conduct by firms, with almost 

simultaneous timing of price changes across fuel stations. It also confirmed the 'Monday 

effect' as fuel was consistently cheapest on Mondays (and the most expensive on Fridays) 

as well as that it is 'reasonable to presume' strategic pricing behaviours during holidays 

and other periods. 

While concluding these issues, the BKartA expressed the need for continued attention in 

this sector of the economy. It expressed great difficulties in price abuse control in the 

fuel sector, because of prices changing so frequently within a 24 hour period. It proposed 

to stop any future mergers of large fuel companies, and proposed consumer-based 

solutions to the fuel market such as the new digital price comparison mechanism, which 

has been in place since 31 August 2013 (testing) and 1 December 2013 (normal 

operation). This mechanism makes it compulsory for fuel stations to send current fuel 

prices to a federal database, which third parties may access and create comparison tools,9 

resulting in consumers being able compare easily and therefore find and buy cheaper fuel. 

                                                 
7  Full text of the report   

http://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Publikation/DE/Sektoruntersuchungen/Sektoruntersuchung%20
Kraftstoffe%20-%20Abschlussbericht.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5, English summary of the report  
http://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Publikation/EN/Sector%20Inquiries/Fuel%20Sector%20Inquiry
%20-%20Final%20Report.pdf. 

8  The oligopoly in Germany consists of BP (Aral), ConocoPhillips (Jet), ExxonMobil (Esso), Shell and Total. 
9  Such as smartphone Apps or internet based comparison websites. 

http://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Publikation/DE/Sektoruntersuchungen/Sektoruntersuchung%20Kraftstoffe%20-%20Abschlussbericht.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5
http://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Publikation/DE/Sektoruntersuchungen/Sektoruntersuchung%20Kraftstoffe%20-%20Abschlussbericht.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5
http://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Publikation/EN/Sector%20Inquiries/Fuel%20Sector%20Inquiry%20-%20Final%20Report.pdf
http://www.bundeskartellamt.de/SharedDocs/Publikation/EN/Sector%20Inquiries/Fuel%20Sector%20Inquiry%20-%20Final%20Report.pdf
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4.3.2. January 2013: The Office of Fair Trading - UK 

The UK's Office of Fair Trading (OFT)10 ‘Call for Information’11 of January 2013 finished a six 

month investigation of the retail road fuel sector. It concluded that relatively effective 

competition exists in the UK road fuels sector. It also found very little evidence of 

competition or price manipulation problems leading to higher prices.  

The investigation produced useful results for consumers, such as the differences between 

motorway and non-motorway fuel prices.12 The general conclusion on fuel prices is that the 

consumer must compare more, using available information sources. Furthermore the OFT 

called for improved motorway signalling that include the fuel prices on the motorway. 

GENERAL TRENDS OF THE UK ROAD FUEL SECTOR 

• Growth of major supermarket fuel stations (from 29 % 2004 to 39 % in 2012) 

• Decline in total fuel stations (from 10,867 in 2004 to 8,677 in 2012) 

• Expansion of road fuel blenders13 

• Regional price differences 

• Fuel is more expensive on motorways 

• Independent fuel stations unable to compete with supermarket and oil company 

stations 

• Little evidence of rocket and feather pricing 

Source: Call for information on the UK petrol and diesel fuels sector, OFT, 2013. 

4.3.3. March 2013: Comisión Nacional de la Competencia - Spain 

The Spanish Comisión Nacional de Energía (CNE)14 carried out an investigation15 into the 

effect of the day of the week on fuel prices in 2013. The study used data from 2007- 2012 

and CNE concluded that it harbours a strong suspicion of price-fixing among fuel 

stations. The investigation confirmed the 'Monday effect', as both petrol and diesel 

consistently fell on Mondays before rising again on Tuesdays. The 2012 average of the 

Monday effect is a 0.6 % fall of fuel prices on Mondays, followed by a rise by 0.7 % the 

next day.16 

Like the report by the German BKartA, the investigation of the CNE confirms that Easter 

holidays price manipulations were noticed, as well as other seasonal holidays' price 

manipulations. 

                                                 
10  As of 1 April 2014 the OFT (http://www.oft.gov.uk/) will merge with the Competition Commission into a single 

Competition and Markets Authority ('CMA'). 
11  'Call for information on the UK petrol and diesel fuels sector' (http://www.oft.gov.uk/shared_oft/markets-

work/oft1475.pdf) 
12  Motorway prices were approx. 8 Pence per litre more in 2012. 
13  Road fuel blenders buy processed crude oil and other fuel oil components (from overseas and UK refineries) 

and complete the production process. 
14  On 7 October 2013 the CNE (http://www.cne.es/) has become the Comisión Nacional de los Mercados y la 

Competencia (CNMC), see http://www.cnmc.es/. 
15  Full text of the report 'Informe sobre el efecto del día de la semana en la determinación de los precios de los 

carburantes', www.cne.es/cne/doc/publicaciones/cne23_13.pdf. 
16  Recorded average of 2012, CNE report, p.13. 

http://www.oft.gov.uk/
http://www.oft.gov.uk/shared_oft/markets-work/oft1475.pdf
http://www.oft.gov.uk/shared_oft/markets-work/oft1475.pdf
http://www.cne.es/
http://www.cnmc.es/
http://www.cne.es/cne/doc/publicaciones/cne23_13.pdf
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4.3.4. May 2013: European Commission 

On 14 May 2013, The European Commission confirmed its unannounced inspections and 

investigation into multiple un-named oil companies, active in and providing services to the 

crude oil, refined oil products and biofuels sectors, in two EU Member States. The European 

Commission's concerns are that the companies may have colluded in reporting distorted 

prices to a Price Reporting Agency to manipulate the published prices for a number of oil 

and biofuel products. Furthermore, the Commission has concerns that 'the companies may 

have prevented others from participating in the price assessment process, with a view to 

distorting published prices'17. Any such behaviour would violate European antitrust rules. 

The investigation of the case is still on-going. 

The prices assessed and published by price reporting agencies serve as benchmarks for 

trade in the physical and financial derivative markets for a number of commodity products 

in Europe and globally. Even small distortions of assessed prices may have a huge impact 

on the prices of crude oil, refined oil products and biofuels purchases and sales, potentially 

harming final consumers.  

Various news agencies18 have reported that these investigations were confirmed by the 

offices of BP, Shell and Statoil, as well as Platts, an information provider which reports the 

'benchmark price' for commodities like fuel. The benchmark price manipulation 

investigation allegedly stems from a complaint from French oil company Total19; it shows 

similarities and is 'as serious as rigging the LIBOR'.20  

4.3.5. June 2013: Federal Trade Commission - U.S. 

The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) in the U.S. has also started an investigation similar to 

the European Commission's, but this information is only available through news agencies,21 

no FTC official announcement was released up to now. 

                                                 
17  European Commission MEMO/13/435, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-435_en.htm. 
18  Reuters, BBC, the Guardian. 
19  http://www.carbonbrief.org/blog/2013/05/whats-happening-with-the-eu-oil-investigation/. 
20  Lord Oakeshott, former Liberal Democrat Treasury spokesman, see   

http://www.theguardian.com/business/2013/may/14/bp-shell-oil-price-rigging. 
21  http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-06-24/u-s-ftc-said-to-open-probe-of-oil-price-fixing-after-eu.html. 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-435_en.htm
http://www.carbonbrief.org/blog/2013/05/whats-happening-with-the-eu-oil-investigation/
http://www.theguardian.com/business/2013/may/14/bp-shell-oil-price-rigging
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-06-24/u-s-ftc-said-to-open-probe-of-oil-price-fixing-after-eu.html
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