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Abstract
Because most competition matters are resolved in proceedings entirely before a
national competition authority, a company accused of an infringement, despite its
potential liability for a large fine, may not receive the due process protections associated
with judicial proceedings. This article discusses five areas in which competition
authorities may fail to provide important due process protections: The right to confront
the evidence and arguments against the company; a hearing before the actual decision
maker; a neutral decision maker; a decision rendered without inordinate delay; and, in
the case of an adverse decision, review by an independent tribunal. We explain the
importance of strong due process protections in these areas and suggest some design
features for authorities to consider.
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The design of competition proceedings varies by jurisdiction, but each jurisdiction
should aim to ensure due process for companies accused of a violation. The rule of law
requires no less.
We here instance five requirements of due process that should be
accommodated in the administrative enforcement of competition laws, as they ordinarily
are accommodated in judicial proceedings: The right to confront the evidence and
arguments against the company; a hearing before the actual decision maker; a neutral
decision maker; a decision rendered without inordinate delay; and, in the case of an
adverse decision, review by an independent tribunal.3 Although these five due process
protections apply throughout the legal system, they are too often unavailable in
competition proceedings.
We do not attempt to prescribe specific procedures for ensuring due process as
those can vary depending upon the design of each particular legal system and upon the
priorities of each jurisdiction. We urge, however, that every jurisdiction be guided by the
principle of procedural proportionality. The United States Supreme Court described this
principle in a civil case in which an individual faced the termination of his welfare
benefits: “The extent to which procedural due process must be afforded the recipient is
influenced by the extent to which he may be condemned to suffer grievous loss.”4 Of
course, even the most grievous losses may not warrant additional procedures if those
procedures would not improve the accuracy and reliability of legal outcomes. Some
3
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commentators therefore describe the proportionality principle as a rough cost-benefit
analysis.5
Adopting this terminology for a moment, we stress that in competition
proceedings the cost of a fine imposed upon a company is not less because the
jurisdiction labels the infringement civil rather than criminal. Fines for civil infringements
can be just as burdensome as criminal sanctions. For instance, in 2012 the European
Commission imposed civil fines totaling €1.47 billion (~$1.92 billion) upon the six
members of the cathode ray tube cartel.6 Although these fines were civil, they rival the
most severe criminal sanctions ever imposed by the United States Department of
Justice, Antitrust Division, which in 2014 announced that, in the course of a multi-year
proceeding, it had imposed unprecedented criminal fines of more than $2 billion upon
26 members of the auto parts cartel.7 Due to the magnitude of the fines, the due
process protections afforded to the accused companies in each of those two cases
should have been similar, regardless of the different labels applied to them; indeed, the
average fine of €245 million (~$320 million) in the EC “civil” case was more than four
times the average fine of ~$77 million in the US criminal case. Of course, where a
company or an individual is charged with a criminal violation of an antitrust law,8 the
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proceedings originate not before a competition agency but in court, where due process
protections are ordinarily at their strongest.
Multiple courts have endorsed the notion that, when determining what due
process protections are necessary in a given instance, the consequence of a penalty
matters more than whether that penalty is labeled criminal or civil. In A. Menarini
Diagnostics S.R.L. v. Italy,9 the European Court of Human Rights determined that a €6
million fine imposed by the Italian competition authority was sufficiently severe as to be
“considered … a criminal penalty,” to which “the criminal limb of Article 6 § 1 [of the
European Convention on Human Rights] was applicable.”10 Article 6 § 1 requires the
provision of procedural protections of independence and impartiality,11 which the court
found had been afforded only because judicial “review had been carried out by courts
having full jurisdiction” to determine the merits of the case against the company.12
The Court of Justice of the European Union has since applied the teaching of
the Menarini case to the European Commission when it levies a substantial civil fine for
an infringement of the competition laws of the EU.13 Although not a competition case,
R. v. Wigglesworth, is similarly instructive. In Wigglesworth, the Supreme Court of
Canada held Section 11 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which aims
to secure fundamental fairness for “any person charged with an offence,” applies to a
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person facing a nominally civil fine that “by its magnitude would appear to be imposed
for the purpose of redressing a wrong due to society at large.”14 Section 11, the court
held, “is intended to provide procedural safeguards in proceedings which may attract
penal consequences even if not criminal in the strict sense.”15
The severity of the consequences in some competition cases can hardly be
overstated. In addition to the staggeringly large fines already mentioned, private class
actions seeking treble damages, which in the U.S. are almost always filed as soon as
the enforcement agency makes public its case, may increase greatly the total amount at
stake.16 In the EU and its Member States, actions for collective redress in damages will
soon increase the consequences for a company held by a competition agency to have
participated in a cartel or other violation of Article 101.17 Furthermore, companies and
individuals face reputational damage and the prospect that other jurisdictions might
commence additional proceedings, which could include further civil or criminal
sanctions.
Accordingly, with the principle of proportionality in mind, we turn to evaluating the
five due process concerns we raised at the outset of this essay.
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I. The right to confront evidence and arguments
More than a century ago, the U.S. Supreme Court, in deciding the obligations of
an administrative agency with both prosecutorial and adjudicatory functions, made clear
that due process requires that the accused receive an opportunity to rebut the case
against it:
All parties must be fully apprised of the evidence submitted or to be
considered, and must be given [an] opportunity to cross-examine
witnesses, to inspect documents, and to offer evidence in explanation or
rebuttal. In no other way can a party maintain its rights or make its
defense. In no other way can it test the sufficiency of the facts to support
the finding.18
In competition proceedings, two obstacles to such a meaningful opportunity are a lack
of transparency in the law and a lack of transparency in the investigation of the
accused.
Concern over transparency in the law has a long history. In order to apprise the
public of legal obligations, Hammurabi’s Code was inscribed on a stele and placed in a
public place so all could see it. The contemporary equivalent is the practice, followed
by many competition authorities, of issuing guidelines to advise regulated companies of
their obligations. These guidelines, however, are not law and until they have been
tested and upheld in the courts, the law necessarily will be less than clear.
The increasing reliance upon settlements19 – to some extent a by-product of fines
being so large that a company cannot risk litigating the merits of its case – means the
agency’s position is often one that has never been tested before a tribunal of any kind
and that may change with the prevailing political winds. This opacity in the law gives
18
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agencies still more leverage to extract concessions. To quote Professor Richard Whish
of King’s College London, who recently lamented the practice of agencies entering into
settlements and accepting commitments, “[Without infringement decisions] how does
the law develop? What is the law in cases like Google or Samsung? I suspect I will
never find out.”20
Even when the law is transparent, the evidence upon which a specific case is
built must also be transparent in order for the accused to have a meaningful opportunity
to rebut that evidence or to contest the inferences the agency might draw from it. To
this end, an agency can adopt an open-file policy, as some have done. The EC
Directorate General for Competition follows such a policy, subject to the usual and
necessary protections for competitively sensitive and for privileged information,21 but the
U.S. agencies are bound by no such policy.22 A respondent in the U.S., therefore, may
have to decide whether to accept a consent decree in order to avoid the costs of
litigation without ever having had a chance either to evaluate the strength of the case
against it or to explain the evidence to the agency.

II.
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In administrative decision-making, identifying the actual decision maker is not
always a simple task. Commissioners or other officers charged with the authority to
decide may frequently rely upon agency staff to evaluate the strength of a case, and so
their “decisions” may not be much more than a rubber stamp. Whoever is the de facto
decision maker, however, should be the one hearing the case. As the U.S. Supreme
Court put it, “The fundamental requirement of due process is the opportunity to be heard
at a meaningful time and in a meaningful manner.”23 If the decision maker has himself
not heard the testimony or read the evidence, then the opportunity to be heard is not
meaningful.
It is worth considering, then, whether a commission or other voting body
enforcing competition law should be able to overturn — based only upon the cold,
written record — the decisions of those who were present to judge the credibility of
witnesses. For example, in the U.S., when a case is heard in the first instance by an
Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) and then appealed to the five Commissioners of the
Federal Trade Commission, those individuals have not heard the evidence as it was
presented, yet they are charged by statute to review the ALJ’s findings of fact de novo.24
Former Commissioner Thomas Rosch pointed out the anomaly of this arrangement,
which made him “squeamish about second-guessing an ALJ’s findings of fact,
especially when they are based on the credibility of witnesses.”25 This power to secondguess is particularly troublesome because the Commission has consistently reversed
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ALJs’ findings when they have not supported the charge of infringement made by the
Commission when it authorized the enforcement action.26
Likewise, the College of Commissioners of the European Union vote to take a
decision without personally having heard the case against the proposed decision. No
Commissioner, not even the Commissioner for Competition, who proposes the
resolution of a case brought by the Directorate General for Competition, will have
attended the hearing.27 This approach may have merit insofar as the Commissioners
are voting upon the basis of a policy view, but to the extent their votes are based upon
an assessment of the evidence, this institutional design denies the respondent a
meaningful opportunity to be heard by the actual decision makers.
III.

A neutral decision maker

A neutral decision maker is fundamental for ensuring a case is decided on its
merits. The U.S. Supreme Court put it this way: “Not only is a biased decisionmaker
constitutionally unacceptable but ‘our system of law has always endeavored to prevent
even the probability of unfairness.’”28 The most obvious example is the unfairness of a
proceeding in which the decision maker has a pecuniary interest in the outcome, no
matter how small. In a case where a small-town mayor acted as the judge in a
prosecution for a minor offense and personally received $12 in fees and costs if he
found the defendant guilty but not if he acquitted the defendant, the U.S. Supreme
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Court, through Chief Justice Taft, was unanimous in holding “it certainly deprives a
defendant in a criminal case of due process of law to subject his liberty or property to
the judgment of a court, the judge of which has a direct, personal, substantial pecuniary
interest in reaching a conclusion against him.”29
We know of no jurisdiction in which a competition agency keeps direct control of
the money it collects in fines, civil or criminal, but both U.S. agencies as well as DG
Comp tout the amount of the fines they collect as a measure of their success,30 raising
the question whether they are neutrals in deciding whether to bring a case and what
remedy to seek. Perhaps the agencies are simply trying to show they are catching
more violators or more egregious ones every year, but ever-growing fines might also be
a lagging indicator of a lack of deterrence, which undermines the story that higher fine
totals demonstrate a job well done. More likely, ever larger fines simply help make the
case for an ever larger agency budget, serving the bureaucratic imperative to grow.31
Although this interest is not strictly pecuniary, it seems at least as substantial a potential
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source of bias as the $12 fee the Supreme Court deemed a denial of due process back
in 1927.
Even when a decision maker has no direct interest in the outcome of a case,
there is still some probability of unfairness –- and certainly the appearance of unfairness
-- when the decision maker is the same person or collegium who decided to pursue the
case in the first instance. Competition cases brought by an enforcement agency in
which the same official(s) direct or authorize the staff to undertake the investigation,
direct or authorize the staff to prosecute a case based upon the evidence turned up in
that investigation, and then decide whether the evidence is sufficient to show an
infringement, might reasonably be thought to have an interest in the outcome; for them
to say the evidence is insufficient is to say the entire undertaking was a waste of
resources for which they are responsible. The potential for unfairness is self-evident.
The psychological problem created by combining the investigative, prosecutorial,
and adjudicatory functions in competition proceedings – known as confirmation bias32 –
has been discussed in depth elsewhere.33 Here we offer only a precis of the criticism
and of some of the empirical evidence that supports it.
The idea of confirmation bias is that when a decision maker first approves a
competition investigation and authorizes an enforcement action in the case, he will later
be compelled to confirm those prior positions in the ultimate adjudication. Several
empirical studies suggest the FTC, whose Commissioners first vote to authorize an
32
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enforcement action and later sit as an appellate body to review the initial decision of the
ALJ, suffers from this confirmation bias. Even at first blush, the FTC’s record of
upholding on appeal its own staff’s position is startling: Until 2014 the Commission had
not once in two decades dismissed an administrative complaint it had previously
authorized. When it dismissed the price-fixing allegations against McWane Inc., a
producer of iron pipe fittings, commentators made the tongue-in-cheek observation that
it marked the end of a phenomenal “winning streak.”34
A few more rigorous observations are also available. One study observes a
correlation between the number of Commissioners who were a part of the original
decision to bring an enforcement action and the Commission’s ultimate finding of
infringement.35 Other studies draw conclusions from the rate at which the Commission
is reversed when its decisions are reviewed in court. For instance, over the same 20year period during which the Commission affirmed every one of its self-initiated
enforcement actions, it was reversed by the U.S. Courts of Appeals in about 20% of the
cases that were appealed.36 Another study contrasts this performance with the reversal
rate of federal district courts deciding antitrust cases, including both cases brought by
the Antitrust Division and private cases. When district courts are the first instance
adjudicators for antitrust cases, their judgments are reversed in only about 7% of the
cases that are taken to the courts of appeals – the same courts that hear appeals
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coming from the FTC.37 This disparity in the reversal rates for the FTC and the federal
trial courts is significant and casts doubt upon the fairness of the FTC’s adjudications.
On the other hand, it is only fair also to compare the success rate of the FTC to
that of the Antitrust Division, which serves as investigator and prosecutor but must bring
cases before the federal district courts to be adjudicated. Of 126 civil antitrust cases the
Division filed in district court and that were terminated in the decade 2004-2013, the
Division lost or the court dismissed only four, or 3.2%.38 The Division’s high rate of
success (96.8%) is consistent with the FTC’s results when it is acting as the adjudicator
and, therefore, casts some doubt upon the theory that confirmation bias accounts for
the FTC’s near-perfect record in its internal adjudications. Still, a 20-year winning streak
for the FTC does seem hard to accept as solely the result of judicious case selection by
the Commission in its prosecutorial role.
Although the empirical evidence of bias in the institutional design of the FTC is
not conclusive, the argument for combining the functions of investigator and prosecutor
with that of adjudicator remains weak. As Stanley Wong has pointed out,39 several
jurisdictions have successfully separated the functions and can provide a design
template for others. For example, in France, the Autorité de la Concurrence operates
under a constitutional norm that requires the separation of investigative and
adjudicatory functions..40 The Competition Commission of India operates under a
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statute that provides for an independent investigator called the Director General.41 The
Hellenic Competition Commission in Greece assigns each investigation to one of eight
commissioners, and that commissioner cannot vote on the outcome.42]]
IV.

Delay

Too often, justice delayed is, as the maxim says, justice denied. Likewise, due
process delayed is due process denied. As discussed above, an agency can in effect
avoid due process requirements with consent decrees, which might be the only
expeditious resolution available to a respondent if the agency’s institutional design
requires multiple levels of review or if its backlog of cases or simple inaction results in a
lengthy wait before a respondent receives an opportunity to go before an independent
tribunal and rebut the case against it. If a respondent cannot afford to wait, then it will
have to forgo critical procedural protections, a problem that is particularly acute in
merger cases.
In pre-merger review cases, parties ordinarily cannot put a deal on hold for a
year or more while a competition agency evaluates it.43 An agency that drags its feet
may fatally delay the resolution of a merger case without having to rule upon the merits,
which is surely a temptation with some politically controversial transactions. (The same
may be true of an agency acting in all good faith but insufficiently funded to move
41
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expeditiously.) Additionally, whenever an individual is the subject of an enforcement
action, the specter of investigation and possible litigation will disrupt his life both
personally and professionally; this may be equally true for the executives of a company
under investigation or in litigation. All these possibilities raise the risk of “oppressive
delay,” which the U.S. Supreme Court has said is inconsistent with the principle of due
process.44 In sum, competition agencies should be required to act as expeditiously as
circumstances will allow, lest due process be denied by inaction rather than action.
V.

Review by an independent tribunal

The right of appeal can rectify a result marred by many of the previously
discussed procedural flaws, but only if the reviewing tribunal can detect them and has
the authority to overturn the first-instance decision maker on those grounds. The U.S.
Supreme Court has ensured the courts of appeals can perform this function by requiring
that “[t]he decisionmaker’s conclusion ... rest solely on the legal rules and evidence
adduced at the hearing.... To demonstrate compliance with this elementary
requirement, the decision maker should state the reasons for his determination and
indicate the evidence he relied on.”45 Requiring competition agencies to give a
reasoned explanation of their decisions when made ensures both better decisions in the
first instance as well as a record upon which a reviewing tribunal can make an informed
decision. There may well be evidence to support an agency’s finding of infringement,
but whether the agency relied upon that evidence, or upon a horoscope or some other
capricious notion, is for the agency to say and for an independent tribunal to review.
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If the agency does explain its reasoning, then the substance of its decision must
stand up to scrutiny. The agency obviously should not carry the day if its reasoning is
contrary to the law applicable to the case. Therefore, the reviewing tribunal should have
authority to review at least questions of law de novo.
Whether the court should so closely review technical conclusions or other fact
evidence is a more difficult question. When the Antitrust Division brings a case in
federal district court and the result is appealed, the Courts of Appeals can overturn a
finding of fact only if it is “clearly erroneous.” In contrast, when the FTC serves as
adjudicator, the Courts of Appeals can overturn its findings of fact if they are not
supported by “substantial evidence.”46 This difference in the standards of review
perhaps reflects that a district court is a forum that provides all the procedural
safeguards we have already discussed. Particularly when the agency does not follow
best practices, a robust right of appeal is necessary to safeguard due process.
Consider a recent example from the Competition Commission of India. The Commission
found that India’s governing body for cricket had abused its dominance but the
Competition Appellate Tribunal reversed on the ground that the Commission had not
made available to the respondent all the evidence that was used against it in coming to
a decision.47 Without a chance to rebut that evidence, the respondent had to rely upon
its right of appeal to the tribunal to correct a serious abuse of due process.
Conclusion

46

Administrative Procedure Act, 5 U.S.C. § 706(2)(E); see also Indiana Fed’n of Dentists, 476 U.S. 447,
454 (1986) (explaining the standard of review for FTC decisions in competition cases).
47
See Faaez Samadi, Tribunal Overturns CCI Ruling Against Cricket Association, GLOBAL COMPETITION
R. (Feb. 24, 2015), http://globalcompetitionreview.com/news/article/38052/tribunal-overturns-cci-rulingagainst-cricket-association/.
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It is our hope that focusing upon these five aspects of due process – the right to
confront the evidence and arguments against the company; a hearing before the actual
decision maker; a neutral decision maker; a decision rendered without inordinate delay;
and review by an independent tribunal – will help frame an ongoing discussion about
procedural fairness across competition jurisdictions. Competition agencies should
consider all five both separately and in the aggregate to ensure they are providing
sufficient procedural safeguards to achieve not only accurate results but also legitimacy
in the eyes both of the regulated entities and of the public.

