COMPETITION ASSESSMENT OF COOPERATION IN RESEARCH AND
DEVELOPMENT UNDER EUROPEAN UNION AND TURKISH LAWS
Cagdas Evrim Ergun
I.

INTRODUCTION

This article aims at analyzing the R&D agreements under EU and Turkish
competition laws and comparing the Turkish Block Exemption Communiqué No. 2003/2
Concerning the R&D Agreements 1 (the “Communiqué ”) with the EU Regulation No.
2659/2000 of 29 November 2000 on the Application of Article 81/3 of the Treaty to
Categories of R&D Agreements 2 (the “Regulation”).
I.1.

Certain Basic Concepts

R&D: Article 2(4) of the Regulation defines R&D as “the acquisition of know-how
relating to products or processes and the carrying out of theoretical analysis, systematic
study or experimentation, including experimental production, technical testing of products or
processes, the establishment of the necessary facilities and the obtaining of intellectual
property rights for the results.” By virtue of Article 3 of the Communiqué, which provides
the relevant definitions, however, “the acquisition of know-how relating to products or
processes” is not considered within the scope of the definition of R&D under Turkish law.
Cooperation in R&D: Cooperation in R&D broadly refers to the agreements made
between two or more companies deciding to put together their R&D teams and equipment in
order to carry out a particular research together, or to create a common R&D unit. 3 However,
the meaning of R&D agreements combined with EU Competition law refers to a wider
definition. Under the Guidelines to Assess the Applicability of Article 81 of the EC Treaty to
Horizontal Agreements4 (the “Guidelines”), R&D agreements may vary in form and scope:
they range from outsourcing certain R&D activities to the joint improvement of existing
technologies or to a cooperation concerning the research, development and marketing of
completely new products, or they may take the form of a cooperation agreement or of a
jointly controlled company. 5 As stated in its preamble, the Communiqué also adopts that
wider definition.
Collaborative and non-collaborative R&D: The majority of R&D agreements are
essentially customer-supplier relationship, and thus in a non-collaborative nature: the
supplier, e.g. university department, provides a service, and on the other hand, the customer,
e.g. client or sponsor, bears the risk that the result yielded by the work will have no
commercial value. 6 A certain number of R&D agreements, on the other hand, have a
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collaborative character; so allowing contracting parties to share the risks and benefits of the
work, i.e. collaborative R&D agreements. In so doing, the parties to the collaborative R&D
agreement aim to obtain results that are not likely to be forthcoming, at least not within the
time-scale envisaged by the joint- venture, if the R&D were left to the separate, uncoordinated
efforts of the parties. 7
I.2.

BENEFITS AND RISKS OF COOPERATION IN R&D
I.2.a. Benefits of Cooperation in R&D

Cooperation in R&D and in the exploitation of the results is generally beneficial to
both undertakings, in particular, to small and medium-sized enterprises (the “SMEs ”) and to
the consumers. Particularly collaborative R&D agreements promote technical and economic
progress by increasing the dissemination of know-how between the parties and avoiding
duplication of R&D work. 8
Collaborative R&Ds are especially beneficial to SMEs aiming to become a leader in
fast-developing market segments. To achieve that goal and to remain competitive, SMEs
need constantly to innovate. Through R&D cooperation there is a likelihood that overall
R&D by SMEs will increase and that they will be able to compete more vigorously with
stronger market players. However, that consideration can also be criticized by simply
mentioning a statistical research done by the OECD: The vast majority of small firms in
OECD countries do not perform any organized R&D cooperation, and, for example, eight
largest R&D programs account for more than 30% of all industrial R&D in all OECD
countries. 9
Consequently, although R&D cooperation is considered to be particularly beneficial
to SMEs, it is rather preferred by large size companies. Recent statistics carried out on the
relation between size of the company and expenditure on R&D cooperation also demonstrate
that those data did not change from the time when OECD carried out that statistical work. 10
In addition to the undertakings, consumers can generally be expected to benefit from
collaborative R&D agreements as well, thanks to the increased volume and effectiveness of
R&D through the introduction of new or improved products or services or the reduction of
prices brought about by new or improved processes. 11
I.2.b. Anti-Competitive Effects of Cooperation in R&D
Cooperation in R&D enables the creation of wholly new markets or industries;
however, on a ne gative balance, it may lead over time to the demise of existing industries.12
R&D agreements between powerful and potentially very innovative competitors may reduce
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the competition in innovation, and may facilitate coordination of prices and production. 13
Therefore, the EU Commission has, in a considerable number of cases14 , made it a condition
of an exemption that the partners have the right to use the results of the R&D separately, thus
preserving competition between the parties to the R&D. 15 Similarly, Article 5(e) of the
Communiqué provides that any R&D agreements have to recognize the right of the parties to
use the results of the R&D separately.
The EU Commission makes a threefold distinction with respect to the anticompetitive effects of R&D cooperation: first, it may restrict innovation, secondly it may
cause the coordination of the parties' behavior in existing markets and thirdly, foreclosure
problems may occur at the level of the exploitation of possible results. 16 However, these types
of negative market effects are only likely to emerge when the parties to the cooperation have
significant power on the existing markets and/or competition with respect to innovation is
significantly reduced. 17 The Communiqué does not specifically deals with the possible
adverse market effects of the R&D agreements.
II.

REGULATORY FRAMEWORK GOVERNING R&D AGREEMENTS
II.1.

Regulatory Framework Under EU Law

II.1.a. Treaty Basis of R&D Policy of the EU
Title XVIII18 of the EU Treaty particularly deals with research and technological
development, and Article 163(1) clearly points out the objective of the EU as “strengthening
the scientific and technological bases of Community industry and encouraging it to become
more competitive at international level.” Moreover, Article 163(2) provides that, in order to
achieve that objective, “the Community shall, throughout the Community, encourage
undertakings, including small and medium-sized undertakings, […] in their research and
technological development activities of high quality; it shall support their efforts to cooperate
with one another.”
Article 81(1) of the EC Treaty prohibits all agreements, decisions and concerted
practices between undertakings which may effect trade between EC Member States and
which have as their object or effect the prevention, restriction or distortion of competition
within the common market. The application of this provision to R&D cases shows
particularities as R&D agreements themselves are treated in a different manner from other
horizontal agreements, particularly because of their importance for the promotion of
innovation. The EU Commission considers that, in order to assess the applicability of Article
81(1), it is not sufficient to envisage the competition between parties, but it is also necessary
to consider whether an R&D agreement is likely to affect competition to such an extent that
negative effects can be expected. 19 In considering whether an R&D is likely to cause such a
13
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negative effect on the market, in the wording of the Guidelines, “the economic context must
be considered, taking into account the nature of the agreement and the parties’ market
power.”20 Under Article 81(3) of the EC Treaty, provided that certain conditions are fulfilled,
the provisions set out in the Article 81(1) may be declared inapplicable, i.e. the agreement or
arrangement may be granted an exemption. 21
II.1.b. The Regulation22
The EU Commission, taking into consideration the importance of R&D agreements
for the promotion of innovation in Europe, adopted the Regulation, whic h entered into force
on 1 January 2001. The Regulation mainly confers block exemption upon certain R&D
agreements, sets out conditions for application of the block exemption, deals with the market
share threshold and duration of the exemption, and finally provides for the principals on the
application of that market share threshold.
The Regulation, in the method followed as well as in the substance, is rather
comparable to, and globally compatible with, the US Guidelines for Collaborations among
competitors, which would allow undertakings concluding agreements producing their effect
on both continents to observe the prescriptions of both sets of rules. 23
II.1.c. The Guidelines24
The Guidelines mainly set out the perspective of the EU Commission as regards
horizontal agreements and then work through the treatment of different types of horizontal
agreements including R&D. Chapter 2 of the Guidelines 25 , which particularly deals with
R&D agreements, sets out the benefits, especially for small and medium-sized undertakings
and the competition problems that the R&D agreements may lead; gives the definition of
relevant market with respect to R&D agreements; and finally, clarifies a number of issues
concerning the application of Article 81(1) and 81(3) of the EC Treaty.
The Guidelines are mainly of benefit to undertakings, among them, in particular, to
small and medium- sized enterprises (the “SMEs ”). Firstly, they offer a significant increase in
legal certainty, since they are intended to help companies falling outside the block exemption
to assess with greater certainty whether an agreement is eligible for an individual exemption.
To facilitate this assessment, the Guidelines also offer a number of concrete examples. 26
II.2.

Regulatory Framework Under Turkish Law

II.2.a. Law No. 4054 on the Protection of Competition27 (the “Competition Law”)
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Article 5 of the Competition Law provides that “the Board may issue communiqués
by which certain categories of agreements shall be exempted as a group” provided that such
agreement (i) contributes to new developments and progress or technical or economic
improvement in production or distribution of goods and in providing services; (ii) allows
consumers to get a share from the resulting benefit; (iii) do not eliminate competition in a
substantial part of the relevant market; and (iv) do not induce a restraint on competition that
is more than essential for the attainment of the objectives set out in paragraphs (a) and (b).
II.2.b. The Communiqué
The Communiqué mainly provides block exemption for certain R&D agreements; sets
out the period of exemption, conditions for application of the block exemption and the hard
core restrictions; regulates the withdrawal of the exemption; and finally provides the
principles of application of the exemption to the concerted practices.
III.

BASIC PRINCIPLES OF THE COMMUNIQUÉ
AND THE REGULATION
III.1

Exemptions Granted to R&D Agreements

As mentioned in the Guidelines 28 and the Communiqué 29 , most R&D agreements
bring economic benefits by means of cost savings and cross fertilization of ideas and
experience. It therefore appears reasonable to provide exemptions to such agreements, since it
can be presumed that the positive effects of R&D cooperation would outweigh any negative
effects on competition.
Accordingly, the Regulation exempts those R&D agreements which fulfill the
conditions stated in Article 3 of the Regulation and which do not include hard core
restrictions stated in Article 5 thereof, provided that the combined market share of the parties
in the affected existing markets does not exceed 25 percent. Where cooperation in R&D
makes an undertaking dominant either on existing markets or as regards innovation, such an
agreement, which produces anti-competitive effects in the meaning of Article 81, can - in
principle- not be exempted.
Similarly, the Communiqué exempts the R&D agreements which fulfill the conditions
stipulated in Article 5 of the Communiqué and which do not include hard core restrictions
stated in Article 6 thereof, provided tha t the combined market share of the parties in the
affected existing markets does not exceed 40 percent.
III.2. Relevant Market with respect to R&D Agreements
The identification of products, technologies or R&D efforts which, are subject to
cooperation in R&D, is of cardinal importance in the determination of relevant market with
respect to such agreements.
Firstly, the innovation may result in a product or technology, which compete in an
existing product or technology market. In that case, possible effects concern the market for
existing products. Existing relevant market may also be divided into sub-categories of
product and technology markets. When the cooperation concerns R&D for the improvement
28
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of existing products, these existing products including its close substitutes form the relevant
product market. 30 Technology markets arise when intellectual property rights are
commercialized independently from the products to which they relate. 31
Secondly, innovation may result in a new product that creates it s own new market. In
this case, the cooperation concerns the development of new products or technology, which
either replace existing ones or create a completely new demand.
In all cases, where it is required to define the market, the ECJ and the EU
Commission intend to use an extremely narrow definition of product and geographical
markets, particularly to facilitate findings of dominance. 32 However, such a narrow
determination, in the words of Greaves, is particularly worrying for owners of intellectual
property rights since the ownership of intellectual property becomes a particularly significant
factor in assessing dominance in the defined relevant market. 33
Under the Communiqué, the relevant market is defined as the relevant geographic and
product markets, but it is not provided any means to determine the relevant geographic and
product markets. However, the definition of the relevant market under Turkish law is
provided in the Communiqué No. 1997/1 on the Control of Mergers and Acquisitions 34 (the
“Communiqué No. 1997/1”), which defines the geographic market as any area within the
country, where enterprises are involved in the supply and demand of products and services,
the conditions of competition are sufficiently homogenous, and can easily be distinguished
from neighboring areas due in particular to the conditions of competition which are
appreciably different in those areas. In assessing the geographic market, such factors, in
particular, the characteristics of the products or services concerned, existence of entry
barriers, appreciable differences of the enterprises’ market shares or substantial price
differences between the neighboring areas and the relevant area with respect to consumer
preferences are taken into account.
Pursuant to the Communiqué No. 1997/1, in determining the relevant product market,
the market comprising all products or services, which are regarded as substitutable by
consumers by reason of their characteristics, prices and intended use are taken into account,
together with the products or services that are subject matter of the merger concerned.
III.3. Conditions for Exemption
Articles 3 and 4 of the Regulation and Article 5 of the Communiqué stipulate the
following conditions that the R&D agreements have to fulfill in order to benefit from the
exemption. Pursuant to the Regulation and the Communiqué, all of the following conditions
must be met in order for an R&D agreement to benefit from the exemption:
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i.

all the parties have access to the results of the joint research and development
for the purposes of further research or exploitation;

ii.

the R&D agreement provides only for joint research and development, each
party must be free independently to exploit the results of the joint research and
development and any pre-existing know- how necessary for the purposes of
such exploitation;

iii.

the joint exploitation relates to results which are protected by intellectual
property rights or constitute know-how, which substantially contribute to
technical or economic progress and the results are decisive for the
manufacture of the contract products or the application of the contract
processes;

iv.

the undertakings charged with manufacture by way of specialization in
production are required to fulfill orders for supplies from all the parties, except
where the research and development agreement also provides for joint
distribution.
III.4. Market share Threshold and Duration of Exemption

Pursuant to the Regulation, where two or more of the participating undertakings are
competing undertakings, the exemption shall apply only if the combined market share of the
participating undertakings does not exceed 25 % of the relevant market for the products
capable of being improved or replaced by the contract products. By virtue of the
Communiqué, however, where two or more of the participating undertakings are competing
undertakings and the results of the R&D shall be jointly exploited, the exemption only
applies if the combined market share of the participating undertakings does not exceed 40 %
of the relevant market.
The Communiqué also stipulates that where the distribution right of the products
subject to R&D agreement is exclusively granted to one of the parties or to a subsidiary of the
parties, or to a third party, the combined market share of all parties must not exceed 20 % of
the relevant market. The Regulation, however, does not make such a distinction between
R&D agreements where the distribution right of the products subject to R&D agreement is
exclusively granted to one person, and apply the 25% market share threshold to such R&D
agreements as well.
Under the Regulation, where the participating undertakings are not competing
undertakings, the exemption shall apply for the duration of the R&D, and where the results
are jointly exploited, the exemption shall continue to apply for seven years from the time the
contract products are first put on the market within the common market.
The Communiqué also provides that where the R&D agreements do not include joint
exploitation of the results, the exemption shall apply for the duration of the R&D. But, the
Communiqué does not stipulate the condition of not being competing undertakings to grant
the exemption for the duration of the R&D. By virtue of the Communiqué, where the R&D
agreement includes joint exploitation of the results, the exemption shall apply for five years
from the time the contract products are first put on the market within Turkey.
III.5. Market Share Calculation in R&D Cases
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The calculation of market shares is based on the distinction between different form of
relevant market explained above, namely existing markets and competition in innovation.
Both the Regulation and the Guidelines adopt that methodology and deal with various
possibilities:
Firstly, if the R&D agreement only aims at improving or refining existing products,
this market includes the products directly concerned by the R&D. Market shares can thus be
calculated on the basis of the sales value of the existing products.
As a second possibility, if the R&D aims at replacing an existing product, the new
product will, if successful, become a substitute to the existing products. To assess the
competitive position of the parties, it is again possible to calculate market shares on the basis
of the sales value of the existing products. For an automatic exemption, this market share
may not exceed 25 percent.
Finally, if the R&D aims at developing a product which will create a completely new
demand, market shares based on sales cannot be calculated, and it is only possible to analyze
the effects of the agreement on competition in innovation. Therefore, the Regulation exempts
these agreements irrespective of market share for a period of seven years after the product is
first put on the market.
Contrary to the Regulation and the Guidelines, the Communiqué does not provide any
methodology regarding the calculation of the market shares.
III.6. The So-Called Hard Core Restrictions
Article 5 of the Regulation and Article 6 of the Communiqué provide certain
categories of R&D agreements which are not covered by the exemption. These categories are:
i.

the restriction of the freedom of the participating undertakings to carry out
research and development independently or in cooperation with third parties in
a field unconnected with that to which the research and development relates
or, after its completion, in the field to which it relates or in a connected field;

ii.

the prohibition to challenge after completion of the research and development
the validity of intellectual property rights which the parties hold in the
common market and which are relevant to the research and development

iii.

the limitation of output or sales;

iv.

the fixing of prices when selling the contract product to third parties;

v.

share of customers and territories; or

vi.

the requirement not to grant licences to third parties to manufacture the
contract products or to apply the contract processes where the exploitation by
at least one of the parties of the results of the joint research and development
is not provided for or does not take place.
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III.7. Withdrawal of Exemption
Both the Regulation and the Communiqué provide that the exemption granted to R&D
agreements may be withdrawn upon fulfillment of the following conditions:
i.

because of the particular structure of supply, the existence of the research and
development agreement substantially restricts the access of third parties to the
market for the contract products;

ii.

without any objectively valid reason, the parties do not exploit the results of
the joint research and development;

iii.

the contract products are not subject in the whole or a substantial part of the
common market to effective competition from identical products or products
considered by users as equivalent in view of their characteristics, price and
intended use.

In addition to the above stated conditions for withdrawal of an exemption, the
Regulation provides two more conditions in the existence of which the EU Commission may
withdraw an exemption and which are not provided in the Communiqué. These conditions
are:
i.

the existence of the research and development agreement substantially restricts
the scope for third parties to carry out research and development in the
relevant field because of the limited research capacity available elsewhere; or

ii.

the existence of the research and development agreement would eliminate
effective competition in research and development on a particular market.

In other words, the Regulation provides more grounds for the Commission to
withdraw an exemption that the Communiqué provides for the Competition Authority.
III.8. Application of the Exemption to Concerted Practices
Both the Regulation and the Communiqué covers the concerted practices. Article 2 of
the Regulation defines the term "agreement" as “agreement, a decision of an association of
undertakings or a concerted practice.” Consequently, the concerted practices between two or
undertakings or groups of undertakings as regards cooperation in R&D may also benefit from
the block exemption provided under the Regulation. Similarly, Article 9 of the Communiqué
states that its provisions “shall be applied to the concerted practices of the undertakings and
the decisions of the group of undertakings.”
IV.

CONCLUSION

R&D is essential for undertakings to remain and compete in the market. It is widely
accepted that strong economies are based on research and technology. 35 However, R&D may
often require enormous investment, thus necessitating cost and risk sharing through
cooperation in R&D. On the other hand, such cooperation may lead to competition problems.
35
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Any initiative dealing with such a delicate issue, therefore, needs a balanced assessment
taking into account both the benefits of such cooperation and its anti-competitive effects.
Ensuring that balance is even more important when combined with EU policies. From
the 1960’s (so-called big era of science) onwards, the EU Commission, trying to ensure that
balance, has adopted a twofold objective, namely favoring cooperation in R&D to promote
EU businesses, while also trying to ensure maintenance of fair competition in the common
market. Those efforts by the EU Commission have sometimes given rise to contradictions
between technology and competition policies: the so-called cross-policy problem. 36 It is
argued by certain academics that in order to avoid that problem, the EU Commission must
take a more positive and clear37 position towards cooperation in R&D, whereby both the legal
certainty that the undertakings need could be ensured, and the contradiction between
technology and competition policies could be reduced to a minimum level.
Having appreciated the contributions of the Regulation, the Guidelines and the
Communiqué in terms of technological development and consumer protection, all three of
them have certain shortcomings.
Firstly, the Regulation has certain shortcomings. Although it makes a distinction
between R&D agreements between non-competing manufacturers to which market share
criterion applies, versus agreements between competing manufacturers, it is not clear why the
Article 3(3) 38 limitation should exist as regards non-competing manufacturers: if noncompetitors have jointly created a market share, why should the joint operation come to an
end as a result of the increase of market shares (to the extent that this did not result in the
elimination of effective competition by creating an unassailable competitive position in the
market)? 39
The Guidelines are also subject to serious criticism for not meeting the expectations 40 .
Firstly, although they increase the legal certainty, they are criticised for leaving a number of
issues intact. For instance, they establish that the “centre of gravity”41 rule shall be applied to
agreements that combine various levels of cooperation. According to this rule, the system to
be applied to the agreement in question will be determined by the main activity. However,
any solution is not indicated for the situation where it is not possible to establish the main
activity. Secondly, the Guidelines are criticised for being long and complex. They cover a
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See e.g. Lawless, M., Balancing Industrial and Competition Policies, available at “http://econserv2
.bess.tcd.ie/SER/1999/essay13”.
The Commission’s and the ECJ’s strictness in defining relevant market constitutes an example of
the EU’s unclear position towards R&D: in the words of Vrins, narrow definitions of markets
threaten to make the block exemption Regulation a false promise rather than true “peace
treaties”. See Vrins, ibid. at 584.
Article 3(3) provides that: “Without prejudice to paragraph 2, where the research and development agreement
provides only for joint research and development, each party must be free independently to exploit the results of the
joint research and development and any pre-existing know-how necessary for the purposes of such exploitation.
Such right to exploitation may be limited to one or more technical fields of application, where the parties are not
competing undertakings at the time the research and development agreement is entered into.”
Position paper on the reform of competition rules relating to Horizontal Cooperation Agreements, by the EU
committee of the American Chamber of Commerce.
e.g., the EU committee of the American Chamber of Commerce and the International Chamber
of Commerce
Guidelines, §39.
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great number of theoretical and minor cases, while they should rather concentrate on the main
ones. 42
There are certain shortcomings of the Communiqué as well. For example, as stated
above, the Communiqué does not provide any methodology regarding the calculation of the
market shares. Moreover, any explanatory note similar to the Guidelines has not yet been
issued under Turkish law, although certain issues regulated in the Communiqué need
clarification. For example, the determination of the relevant geographic and product markets
as regards the R&D agreements is clearly made in the Guidelines, but no such clarification
exists under the Communiqué.
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