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Brussels, 3rd December 2008
Mergers: Commission clears acquisition of Fortis' Belgian and Luxembourg assets by BNP Paribas subject to divestment of BNP's Belgian consumer credit subsidiary

The European Commission has cleared, under the EU Merger Regulation, the  acquisition of the Belgian and Luxembourg subsidiaries of Fortis Holding,  namely Fortis Bank Belgium, Fortis Banque Luxembourg, and Fortis Insurance Belgium, by BNP Paribas, a bank with retail operations primarily in France. This clearance is subject to the full divestment of BNP Paribas Personal Finance Belgium SA/NV ("PFB"), formerly Cetelem Belgium, including its stake in Fidexis and in the credit processing venture Cetelem Services (an EEIG), to which, inter alia, KBC Bank is also a party. The Commission's concerns were related to the issuing of credit cards in Belgium and partly in Luxembourg, where the merged entity would have become by far the largest player, thereby reducing clients' choice for credit cards. To address the Commission's concerns, BNP offered to divest entirely its Belgian credit card arm, PFB. In light of this commitment, the Commission concluded that the transaction would not significantly impede effective competition in the European Economic Area (EEA) or any substantial part of it. 
Commissioner Neelie Kroes stated: "This decision is a perfect example of the Commission's ability to reconcile a rapid response to the credit crisis with the need to ensure that competition law plays its role in the defence of legitimate consumer interests."

BNP Paribas is present in Belgium and Luxembourg in credit cards through its subsidiary PFB, which issues cards under the Mastercard label and Aurora brand. It is also present through Fimaser, a Belgian joint venture with the retail chain Carrefour, Fidexis, a 100% owned subsidiary of PFB; and KBC Pinto Systems, a joint venture with the Belgian bank KBC. All of these activities rely on Cetelem Services EEIG for certain support needs. This is a European Economic Interest Grouping in which PFB itself, Fimaser, KBC Pinto Systems, and UCB Hypotheken n.v. (also a subsidiary of BNP Paribas) are members 

The Commission's concerns centered on credit cards as a payment instrument as well as on the provision by the Parties of credit to consumers through the cards. The Commission's concerns do not relate to the acquiring side of the market. For a more general discussion of payment card markets see IP/07/1959, and MEMO/07/590. 

BNP Paribas' Belgian consumer finance business is by a long way the largest player in card-based credit, whilst Fortis is active in the same area, in particular through its Alpha Credit subsidiary. Fortis is at the same time a major issuer of cards in Belgium and a major supplier of card and general banking services to both private and corporate clients.

The Commission's investigation indicated that in Belgium the merged entity would have become by far the largest player in card issuing and the related provision of credit, and that the concentration, as initially notified, would have reduced choice in the market, both from the standpoint of commercial partners involved in distribution and co-branding arrangements with card issuers and from the viewpoint of the final cardholder. Debit cards linked to a personal account were considered separately. In this area, the Parties' activities do not overlap to any significant extent.

In Luxembourg, the Commission came to the conclusion that the transaction would not lead to competitive concerns as regards credit, but that such concerns could not be excluded for credit cards.

BNPP's commitment to divest PFB would substantially offset the increase in market share due to the merger on the problematic markets, and would maintain robust competition to the benefit of consumers.

The Commission also analysed a number of other markets in which the overlap of the Parties was limited and concluded that these markets did not raise competition concerns. 

Further information on this case can be found at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/comm/competition/mergers/cases/index/m107.html#m_5384 
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