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A woman is reflected on the glass wall of a BMW showroom as she walks past it, in 
central Beijing on August 14, 2012. An anti-trust probe into global auto makers is being 
cheered on by car dealers in China, who say that companies such as Audi and Mercedes-
Benz have been exploiting their dominance to boost profits in ways that would not be 
tolerated in Western markets. Besides car makers, auto-parts manufacturers have also 
been hit. China has slapped 10 Japanese auto-parts makers with a record 1.25 billion 
yuan (S$254 million) worth of fines for price fixing. -- PHOTO: REUTERS 

By Esther Teo, China Correspondent In Beijing

CHINA has slapped 10 Japanese auto-parts makers with a record 1.25 billion yuan 
(S$254 million) worth of fines for price fixing, aggravating concerns that foreign 
firms are being targeted in a widening spate of anti-monopoly investigations in 
recent weeks.

Sumitomo Electric was fined the most - 290.4 million yuan - of the seven firms 
penalised for fixing auto-parts prices between January 2000 and February 2010, the 
others being Mitsubishi Electric, Denso, Aisan, Mitsuba, Yazaki and Furukawa 
Electric.

NSK, JTEKT and NTN were fined for price collusion over bearings between 2000 
and June 2011, said the National Development Reform Commission (NDRC), 
China's top price regulator.

Two other companies - Hitachi Auto Parts and Nachi, which makes roller bearings -
were found culpable but exempted from the penalties for taking the initiative to 
inform the authorities and providing evidence on the monopoly agreements.

The fines were the biggest China has imposed since its anti-monopoly law took 
effect in 2008.
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The NDRC said in a statement on its website yesterday that the firms had been 
colluding to reduce competition and establish favourable pricing on their products 
for more than 10 years.

By excluding or restraining market competition, their actions damage the rights and 
interests of downstream manufacturers and consumers, it said.

The latest developments have fanned fears over the heightened regulatory scrutiny 
and increased protectionism foreign firms are facing in the world's No. 2 economy. 
German carmaker Mercedes-Benz, United States tech giant Microsoft and French 
food firm Danone have also come under anti-trust probes in the country since last 
year.

NDRC spokesman Li Pumin reiterated at a briefing in Beijing yesterday that China 
will punish any violators of the law regardless of nationality.

But the European Union Chamber of Commerce said last week that Chinese 
investigators were picking on foreign firms, pressuring them into accepting 
punishments and depriving them of full hearings.

While Beijing has denied these allegations, experts say the high-profile probes are 
likely to have a chilling effect on the business climate unless there is more 
transparency about how the anti-monopoly law is being enforced.

Despite foreign direct investment hitting a two-year low last month, officials played 
down worries that overseas investors were being deterred. "As China is stepping up 
economic restructuring, it's normal to have some monthly fluctuations," a 
Commerce Ministry spokesman said on Monday. "This should never be connected 
with anti-trust probes into foreign firms."

But experts said more needs to be done to convince international firms that they are 
not being unfairly targeted.

For instance, whether it is a foreign or domestic firm being investigated, the 
authorities should provide more detailed and public information on the reasons for 
the decision reached and how the fine was determined. Without such transparency, 
multinational firms might be less willing to invest in China, they added.

Mr William Perry, an international trade partner at Seattle-based law firm Dorsey & 
Whitney, told The Straits Times that the business climate for foreign firms is 
becoming increasingly "uncertain".

"This is likely to affect trade relations down the line, especially between the United 
States and China," he added.

Beijing Technology and Business University professor Yi Fang noted that finer 
details of the law need to be fleshed out.

"As China was late to implement such a law, there are still some areas of ambiguity 
as to how it operates," she said. "There is also a lack of understanding and 
knowledge about the law among some. But these can and will be addressed with 
time."
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BACKGROUND STORY

Recent anti-monopoly cases and fines imposed

AUGUST 2014: A record 1.25 billion yuan (S$254 million) in fines meted out to 10 
Japanese auto- parts makers for price fixing.

MAY 2014: More than 19 million yuan in fines levied against Essilor, Nikon and 
Johnson & Johnson and other eyeglass and contact-lens makers for price fixing 
and anti-trust behaviour.

AUGUST 2013: Six dairy firms, including Mead Johnson and Danone, fined a 
total of 669 million yuan for price fixing.

AUGUST 2013: Five Shanghai-based gold and jewellery stores and a local trade 
association fined a total of 10.59 million yuan for manipulating the prices of their 
gold and platinum jewellery.

FEBRUARY 2013:  Kweichow Moutai and Wuliangye - leading brands of baijiu, a 
Chinese liquor - fined a total of 449 million yuan for fixing prices.
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NEXT STORY: Jackie Chan offers a 'deep bow of apology' for Jaycee's drug arrest
(http://www.straitstimes.com/the-big-story/asia-report/china/story/jackie-chan-offers-deep-bow-apology-jaycees-drug-arrest-201408) 
(http://www.straitstimes.com/the-big-story/asia-report/china/story/jackie-chan-offers-deep-bow-apology-jaycees-drug-arrest-

201408) 

JANUARY 2013: Regulators fine six display makers from South Korea and 
Taiwan, including LG and Samsung, a total of 353 million yuan for price fixing -
the first time Beijing acts against an international cartel.
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