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Abstract: Economics at the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) covers both the antitrust and 
consumer protection missions. In this year’s essay, we focus mainly on the competition-side of 
the agency. Drawing on a wealth of recent research, we provide descriptive and analytical 
information about the petroleum industry. Mergers, as always, were a major preoccupation of the 
FTC, and we discuss a few oil industry mergers as well as one leading litigated case – Arch 
Coal’s acquisition of Triton Coal. Finally, we review the empirical literature on the effects of 
vertical restraints, noting that the literature supporti
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I.	Introduction	
The Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) Bureau of Economics (BE) is composed of 70 PhD-

level economists, a small cadre of accountants, and 25 other staff who support the FTC’s two 

missions of promoting competition (antitrust) and protecting consumers. The bulk of the work 

done by the Bureau is related directly to law enforcement activities – case investigation or 

litigation support. Other work involves policy issues and research related to the two missions. 

On the antitrust side this year, merger activity picked up, and we were busy with numerous 

investigations, including several in the gaming industry in Las Vegas, Lake Tahoe, and 

elsewhere. Consumer products also got attention with Wrigley’s purchase of Altria’s non-

chocolate confectionery brands. Pharmaceuticals were examined in connection with Genezyme’s 

purchase of ILEX Oncology and the implications of that merger for the marketing of 

immunosuppressant drugs used for solid organ transplants. In addition, Blockbuster’s planned 

acquisition of Hollywood’s movie rental/retailing business kept a few economists busy during 

the winter of 2004–2005. 

On the research front, economists (sometimes in conjunction with the FTC’s legal staff) 

completed four reports this year. Those studies included: a survey of consumer experiences with 
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from the regulation of pharmacy benefit management firms, to electricity marketing, to contact 

lens competition. Most recently, we have been concentrating on the characteristics of the real 

estate market and efforts by various parties to set minimum service requirements for agents or to 

require that attorneys be present for real estate closings.2 

In the consumer protection area, last year our article in this journal discussed research issues, 

focusing on (1) the regulation of food health claims and its effects on food marketer incentives, 

and (2) the potential for consumer harm from badly designed mandated disclosures for mortgage 

loans (Froeb et al., 2004). We are still very active in those areas, but this year we have focused 

more on providing support for cases involving debt management firms that allegedly fail to 

perform the debt consolidation, debt reduction, and financial management services that they 

claim to offer consumers. 

We also continue to be interested in negative option marketing – a marketing practice that alters 

the “normal” mechanisms of trade between consumers and sellers. In most retail markets, 

positive option marketing is the norm. In positive options, the seller presents an offer, and the 

customer either accepts the offer or the potential transaction ends. That is, the customer must 

opt-in to the transaction. In negative option marketing, the default is reversed. The consumer 

must actively reject the offer (opt-out), or the transaction occurs. This change in the traditional 

rules of exchange alters the transactions co
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consumer protection laws. Coordination across different countries is becoming more important 

for both firms and consumers. In addition, more countries are developing competition laws, so 

we are assisting newly-formed competition authorities.3  

The FTC’s international program consists of 
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Previous editions of this Antitrust and Regulatory Update article reported on economists’ roles in 

antitrust cases. Last year’s contribution focused mainly on research and advocacy activity 

connected to our antitrust and consumer protection missions. This year, we combine the law 

enforcement and research roles, focusing on both casework and research in the petroleum 

industry. In addition, we briefly discuss one of our major cases in the past year, the Arch 

Coal/Triton merger. Finally, we examine vertical restraints and the role that economists have 

played in the U.S. and the EU in trying to reach a common understanding regarding the empirical 

evidence in connection with theories of the anti-competitive effects of vertical restraints. 

II.	The	Petroleum	Industry	
The petroleum industry has long been a major focus at the FTC (Scheffman and Coleman, 2002). 

This past year has been no exception. The FTC released two major economic reports on the 

industry and sponsored a conference on the empirical estimation of the price effects of petroleum 

mergers and market concentration. FTC economists also produced a review of the economics of 

gasoline zone pricing, a paper applying a proposed screen for collusion to data in one retail 

gasoline market, and another petroleum merger retrospective. FTC economists also continued 

monitoring gasoline prices at the wholesale and retail level. Last but not least, recent petroleum 

mergers have been closely scrutinized, and the FTC has obtained competitive relief when 

appropriate. We now report on these developments in more detail. 

1.	THE	PETROLEUM	MERGER	REPORT	
In August 2004, the FTC’s Bureau of Economics released a major report entitled, The Petroleum 

Industry: Mergers, Structural Change, and Antitrust Enforcement (Petroleum Merger Report).5 

The Petroleum Merger Report was the third FTC study since 1982 to examine structural change 

and other evolving conditions in the petroleum industry. Like its predecessors, the report had two 

basic goals: to inform public policy about competitive conditions in the industry and to make 

more transparent how the FTC analyzes mergers and other competitive issues in this industry. 

The report reviewed industry trends in production, pricing, capital expenditures, rates of return, 

                                                            
5 The Petroleum Merger Report is available at http://www.ftc.gov/os/2004/08/ 040813mergersinpetrolberpt.pdf 
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margins, and import and domestic product flows. Separate chapters were dedicated to structural 

trends and competitive issues at specific industry levels: crude oil production and reserves; bulk 

transport of crude oil; refining; bulk transport of refined products; and product terminals and 

gasoline marketing. 

The report also measured acquisition and divestiture activity among a defined group of leading 

petroleum companies (LPCs) for the period between 1985 and 2001, thereby updating the data 

series of the predecessor reports that began in 1971. The report found three distinct periods of 

LPC merger activity. Between 1985 and 1990, LPCs acquired somewhat more assets than they 

divested. The second period, 1991 through 1996, saw less overall merger activity, with LPCs 

divesting more assets than they acquired by a substantial margin. The third period, between 1997 

and 2001, saw an extraordinary increase in merger activity, including a number of very large 

whole-company consolidations among LPCs. The high level of merger activity in this period was 

significantly greater in real terms than that of the petroleum merger wave of the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. 

Although it was difficult to make any strong generalizations about the business motivations 

associated with this recent period of industry restructuring, the report’s review of publicly 

available information indicated that “operating synergies” or “organizational efficiencies” were 

frequently cited rationales. The claimed savings often appeared to be related to administrative 

and corporate overhead functions, including reductions in staff. Other claimed savings were 

related to integration of refinery systems, pipeline systems or other distribution systems. 

Achieving greater economies in crude oil exploration and development also was mentioned as a 

motivation for some mergers. 

One of the report’s general observations was that scale economies have become increasingly 

important at many industry levels. Consolidation among the smaller, independent crude oil 

producers since the mid-1980s is consistent with apparent gains to scale in exploration and 

production, the so-called “upstream” level of the industry. The report noted that some analysts 

believed that mergers among the major oil companies were motivated by scale advantages in 

bearing the greater risks and costs as the worldwide search and development of new, large oil 

fields increasingly involved remote or politically inhospitable areas.  
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At the downstream level, which consists of refining, product distribution and marketing, average 

plant size at various industry levels has increased over time. The number of refineries in the U.S. 

has declined, while average refinery size has increased. Refinery closures have overwhelmingly 

involved relatively small, unsophisticated facilities.6 There also appear to be advantages in the 

operation of multiple refineries. For example, a firm with multiple refineries might be able to 

make more efficient use of capacity at each refinery through movement of feedstocks, 

intermediates, and blend-stocks across refineries. Product pipelines are subject to economies of 

scale, and while there have been instances of significant entry of new pipelines (generally 

conversions of crude or natural gas pipelines), most of the increased demand for pipeline 

transportation of refined products since the mid-1980s has been met by expanding the capacity of 

existing systems. 

At the marketing level, the number of retail gasoline stations has declined, although average 

volume per station has increased considerably since the 1980s. There also has been consolidation 

among independent wholesalers of gasoline and other refined petroleum products, motivated at 

least in part by increasing capital requirements, the competitive pressures from the expansion of 

hypermarkets (such as grocery stores, club stores and mass marketers like Wal-Mart) in gasoline 

sales, and imposition of minimum volume requirements by major branded oil companies. 

At the same time, some levels of the industry have undergone retrenchment as demand for their 

services has fallen. For example, cost-cutting changes in inventory holding practices have 

reduced the demand for product terminal services. As a result, marginally profitable product 

terminals have been closed, and firms have increased joint use of underutilized terminals through 

product exchanges, joint ventures, and other contractual arrangements. Similarly, declining US 

crude oil production has resulted in excess capacity and the closing of many crude oil pipelines. 

Some of these underutilized crude oil pipelines have been converted to other uses. Some major 

crude oil pipelines, however, particularly those carrying imported crude oil from Canada or other 

sources to U.S. refiners, have significantly increased capacity since the mid-1980s. 

                                                            
6 The trend toward fewer, but larger sized US refineries is by no means a recent development, but goes back at least 
60 years, interrupted only during the 1970s through 1980, when government controls on the pricing and allocation of 
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The report found that there were increases in industry concentration over the period, although 

mergers were responsible for only part of these increases. The report found that most sectors of 

the downstream petroleum industry at the national, regional, or state level have generally 

remained unconcentrated or moderately concentrated. For example, national level refinery 

capacity HHI7 increased from 493 points in 1985 to 728 points in 2003. At the regional levels 

defined by Petroleum Administration for Defense Districts (PADDs), the refining capacity HHI 

remained under 1,400 for PADDs II through IV.8 While concentration in refining in PADD I has 

increased above this level, this capacity concentration measurement does not reflect sizable 

pipeline and marine shipments into PADD I from the Gulf Coast and foreign imports. While 

generally increasing somewhat during the 1990s, wholesale and retail concentration measured at 

the state level remained unconcentrated or moderately concentrated in most cases. In addition, 

the growth of independent gasoline marketers with high volume formats such as Sheetz, 

RaceTrac, and hypermarkets has increased competition at the wholesale and retail level in many 

areas. 

As for concentration at the upstream level, world concentration in crude oil production has fallen 

since the mid-1980s, and production is unconcentrated. World concentration in reserves has been 

somewhat higher than production concentration, although as of 2002 its HHI was also under 

1,000, primarily the result of Canadian oil sands being considered economic for the first time.RaceTrac, and hyperm.10(e.)]TJ 0 Tc 08 -5.[lt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt o>81[lt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt olt ob-de0 T dVs30sf 0.0008 Tc Td (4J41 olt olt olt>232t olt>Tw -ETves halt olt ols008 Tm)8(arT dce th0lt ols008 Tm)8(arT dce th0lt Holt oBlt olt olt olt olt oly 0.00uolt odt oductyaC-08 T024 Ty Petr05 T5 Td)9(6725 Td [(Racv5 Td )7(T5 Td)n im5 Tdlev5 Tdtiv5 Td.728(e)25 Td op5 Td.(a)-0ltlat)7(i0.1v5 Td. -0.0y swhat anconllw 25 Tdn im5 TdefTm (7)Tj 0.0002 Tc -0.00085.742e re)]TJ /TT2 1 Tf 0 Tc 0 Tw 2t olt oly 0.00uo1.72 12 308.ci durreT2 1 Tf 0.0002 Tc -0.0008.96he re
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Privatization of state-owned oil companies since the 1980s and the breakup of the Soviet Union 

have been important deconcentrating forces in crude oil production and reserves. However, if 

OPEC nations are considered to be one entity, world-level crude oil concentration would be 

significantly higher. For example, in 2002 treating OPEC as a single entity would result in a 

world production HHI of 1,680 and a world reserves HHI of 4,582.10 These estimates overstate 

concentration to the extent that coordination among OPEC members is imperfect. 

The report found that mergers of private oil companies have not significantly affected worldwide 

concentration in crude oil. This fact is important because crude oil prices are the chief 

determinant of gasoline and other refined petroleum product prices. For example, Exxon and 

Mobil, which merged in 1999, in the previous year had worldwide shares of crude oil production 

of 2.1% and 1.3%, respectively. The firms’ merger increased world level concentration in 

production from 288 to 293. The effect of mergers among private oil companies on concentration 

in world reserves has been even smaller. Exxon and Mobil, for example, held only 0.7% and 

0.5% of world crude oil reserves in the year prior to their merger. 

While the horizontal scale of operations at some levels in the petroleum industry has tended to 

increase, this has not been accompanied by an increase in vertical integration. Rather, vertical 

integration between crude oil production and refining has tended to decline. The incentives for 

vertical integration may have diminished as refineries have become more flexible in the types of 

crude oil they can process efficiently. The development and expansion of spot and futures 

markets also appear to have reduced the risks of acquiring crude oil through market transactions 

relative to relying upon vertical integration and intra-company transfers. At the marketing level, 

refiners have generally sold an increasing share of gasoline at product terminals to jobber 

distributors and a declining share at retail stations they own or to which they directly deliver 

gasoline. The West Coast is an exception, where the share of refiners’ gasoline sold through 

refiner owned or directly supplied stations has increased somewhat in recent years. 

The Petroleum Merger Report also provides a detailed discussion of the FTC’s merger 

                                                            
10 This estimate assumes that nations outside North America are the relevant competitive entities, while firms are the 
relevant competitive entities in the U.S. and Canada. For additional details on estimation of crude oil concentration, 
see the Petroleum Merger Report, Chapter 5. 
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enforcement actions in the petroleum industry during the past 20 years. As of August 2004, the 

FTC had taken enforcement actions against 15 major petroleum mergers that likely would have 

resulted in significant reductions in competition in one or more relevant markets, had the 

transaction been allowed to proceed unaltered.11 The FTC’s goal in challenging a transaction has 

been to maintain the pre-merger level of competition in the identified relevant markets. In 11 

cases this was achieved through consent agreements with divestiture of assets, including interests 

in 15 refineries and numerous, substantial interests in pipelines, terminals and marketing. In the 

four other cases, the mergers were either abandoned or blocked following FTC or court action. In 
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the last 20 years. The report next turned to market factors affecting gasoline prices regionally. 

This discussion examined the bulk supply infrastructure (refineries and pipelines) in the U.S. and 

how regional differences in bulk supply access matter to regional prices and price spikes. The 

impact of boutique fuel specifications required by environmental rules upon regional prices was 

also considered. Finally, the report turned to specific factors affecting retail gasoline prices at the 

state and local level. Among the factors considered here were the relationship between gasoline 

station density and retail prices, changes in gasoline retail formats, state and local taxes, vertical 

restraints and integration affecting the wholesale and retail levels, and legislative bans on self-

service sales and on sales below costs. 

Some of the Gasoline Price Report’s more interesting findings (pp. 106– 108) were derived from 

analyses coming out of the FTC’s Gasoline and Diesel Price Monitoring Project, which is 

discussed further below. One example illustrated the competitive significance of new retail 

formats upon gasoline prices. During late 2002 and early 2003 local media in California’s 

Siskiyou County reported on large price differences between local gasoline stations and those in 

the nearby city of Redding. During the late 1990s, the retail price difference between these two 

areas was about three cents per gallon, which appears to be roughly the extra transportation costs 

to deliver gasoline from product terminals to Siskiyou County compared to Redding. In 2001, the 

price difference grew to an average of 15 cents per gallon. However, closer analysis showed that 

while prices in Siskiyou County increased relative to Redding, the price difference between 

Siskiyou County and San Francisco (the nearest refining center that supplies gasoline to both 

areas) remained roughly the same. This suggested that rather than increasing in Siskiyou County, 

prices fell in Redding. Indeed further inquiry revealed that Redding had been experiencing 

significant new entry in gasoline retailing from high volume discount stations such as ARCO and 

Beacon, along with hypermarkets such as Safeway. 

The Gasoline Price Report also drew upon work from the Price Monitoring Project to analyze 

factors responsible for recent increases in the volatility of gasoline prices. Many industry 

observers have believed that the balkanization of gasoline into many differing fuel specifications 

to satisfy environmental regulations has increased the volatility of gasoline prices. Certain 

regions of the country require different specifications of gasoline, which may change seasonally. 
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These specifications are often referred to as “boutique fuels”. Some examples of boutique fuels 

are California Air Resource Board (CARB) gasoline and reformulated gasoline (RFG). 

Among other things, the report compared gross margin variability of various boutique fuels in 

the Gulf Coast region (where 47% of U.S. refining capacity is located) to determine if lower 

volume gasoline products (and presumably more thinly traded products) have been more subject 

to price spikes.12 By focusing on Gulf bulk spot prices, this analysis focuses on the production of 

the boutique fuels rather than their local wholesale or retail distribution. The results showed that 

the standard deviations of gross margins for various boutique fuels in the Gulf are not 

statistically significantly different from the standard deviation of Gulf margins for conventional 

gasoline, indicating that at this industry level boutique fuels, at least compared with conventional 

gasoline, are not associated with greater price volatility.13 

The report found, however, that boutique requirements and differences among areas’ refining and 

supply infrastructure may interact to generate significant regional differences in price volatility. 

For example, gross margin volatility for CARB gasoline is significantly higher than for 

conventional gasoline in the Gulf. Several factors contribute to this difference. A typical refinery 

outage would affect a larger share of California’s local supply compared to the Gulf, and because 

Gulf supply is connected to the East Coast and Midwest (both large consuming areas), any 

disruption in the Gulf can be spread over many more consumers than can a similar disruption in 

California. Moreover, California’s inability to substitute gasoline from other refinery regions or 

to import foreign-produced gasoline without significant delay makes it more vulnerable to price 

volatility than is the Gulf, which can deal with local supply disruptions by somewhat reducing its 

sizable pipeline or marine exports to other parts of the country. 

Similarly, the report observed that price volatility of conventional gasoline is very similar in the 

southeastern and mid-Atlantic states, which are traversed by two large product pipelines supplied 

by Gulf Coast refineries. RFG gross retail margins in Virginia, on the other hand, were found to 
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matching model, relied on the critical assumption that control cities were truly not affected by 

the transactions, whereas time effects and demand and supply changes were common to the 

control cities and to the area or areas affected by the merger. GAO’s “regression approach” 

relied on the critical assumptions that the relevant supply and demand factors were correctly 

controlled for, that the control variables’ effects on prices were the same in areas both affected 

and not affected by the merger, and that the relationship between prices and the control variables 

did not vary pre-and post-merger. Specific suggestions for robustness testing and alternative 

model specifications were also made for both the FTC and GAO studies. Panelist Scott 
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about what is driving the apparent variability of measured impact across markets. He believed 

that it was important for policy reasons to establish the conditions in which a merger might be 

competitively problematic. He recommended additional research to determine what factors 

generate the apparent variation across markets by mergers, including the development of 

theoretical models that would assist in predicting whether a merger is going to have a big impact. 

Hendricks also urged caution in using the results of price–concentration regressions to inform 

merger policy because causality in these relationships is not clear and many of the assumptions 

in the price–concentration model are problematic in execution. 

Thompson noted that identifying merger effects is not easy and reasonable people can disagree 

about what is the right answer. However, he stressed that it is important that the bedrock 

assumptions in any analysis be transparent since that facilitates discussion. It is also important 

that the bedrock assumptions be based on sound economics and that the analyst needs to have a 

good idea of which variables should be included in the analysis and which should be excluded. 

Thompson also said that adjustments for imperfections in the data such as autocorrelation need to 

be carefully done because the implicit assumptions underlying such adjustments may not be 

justified. Thompson said he had a hard time finding any strong lessons for public policy from the 

two studies. He agreed with Hendricks that the variability in outcomes in the two studies was 

distressing because this variability provided little guidance on whether the next prospective 

merger might be competitively problematic. 

Hausman observed that there was a wide range of outcomes in the GAO study, despite HHIs 

presumably increasing in all the mergers evaluated. Accordingly, he concluded that HHIs should 

be abandoned as a guide in merger enforcement. An in-depth, competitive analysis in which each 

merger is studied uniquely is required since market conditions vary across mergers. Hausman 

believed that we did not have a good model of competition in markets such as petroleum, where, 

unlike some other industries, the product is fairly homogeneous and the possible anticompetitive 

problem is coordination by rival firms. In these situations, HHIs are not useful or predictive, 

according to Hausman. 

White further explored the question of what individual merger studies might contribute to 

shaping public policy. He said that the treatments approach, although non-structural in nature 
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4.	THE	ECONOMICS	OF	WHOLESALE	PRICE	ZONES	IN	GASOLINE	
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(Flint, Lansing, Saginaw-Bay City, Grand Rapids-Muskegon, Jackson, and Kalamazoo-Battle 

Creek) affected by the acquisition with price movements in four nearby control cities (Chicago, 

Illinois; Gary, Indiana; South Bend, Indiana; and Elkhart-Goshen, Indiana) that were not affected 

by the acquisition. There were a number of industry events (such as the Wolverine pipeline break 

in the summer of 2000) that complicated the pricing comparisons.16 Using a model that 

controlled for periods of industry supply disruptions, the authors found no evidence that this 

acquisition led to higher retail gasoline prices. The paper also concluded that the sale in a related 

transaction of a closed UDS pipeline to Wolverine, and that pipeline’s subsequent 

reconfiguration and integration with the Wolverine system, seemed to be associated with lower 

prices in Lansing relative to the control cities. 

7.	GASOLINE	AND	DIESEL	PRICE	MONITORING	
In 2005 the FTC Gasoline and Diesel Price Monitoring Project entered its third year.17 The 

monitoring project tracks retail gasoline and diesel prices in approximately 360 cities nationwide 

and wholesale (terminal rack) prices in 20 major urban areas. Data are purchased from the Oil 

Price Information Service (OPIS), a private data collection company, and are received daily by 

FTC staff. Each week, an econometric model is used to determine whether current retail and 

wholesale prices in a given area are statistically “anomalous” when compared with predicted 

values based on historical price relationships across geographic areas and other variables. 

As a complement to the analysis based on OPIS data, FTC staff also regularly review reports 

from the Department of Energy’s Consumer Gasoline Price Hotline. Identification of prices that 

are significantly above the predictions of the econometric model or indications of suspiciously 

high prices based on other information, such as hotline tips, triggers further staff inquiry to 

determine the factors causing the price anomalie
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bulk supply or marketing of refined products because there was no overlap. The proposed 

transaction did not raise competitive issues in crude oil exploration and production because 

Chevron and Unocal shares in any relevant crude oil market are de minimis.19 

Unocal, however, owned patents covering the production of RFG with specifications that have 

been approved for sale by the California Air Resources Board (CARB RFG). Refiners must use 

the technology covered by the Unocal patents for producing CARB RFG. Chevron is a leading 

refiner and marketer of CARB RFG, and there are relatively few other producers of CARB RFG. 

Consequently, the FTC alleged that the refining and marketing of CARB RFG constituted 

relevant antitrust markets, which were either moderately or highly concentrated. Entry into these 

markets was alleged to be neither timely nor likely nor sufficient. 

But how could Chevron’s ability to exercise the market power inherent in the RFG patent 

portfolio be greater than that of Unocal?20 The FTC alleged that Unocal was likely constrained in 

exercising its full market power in licensing the patents by possible actions by the California Air 

Resources Board or other governmental authorities. The FTC also noted that as part of its 

licensing agreements with refiners, Unocal regularly collected detailed reports from licensees on 

refinery production. By obtaining the patents, this information would come into Chevron’s 

hands. The FTC alleged that this could facilitate coordination among refiners through better 

monitoring by Chevron of possible collusive agreements. The consent order addressed these 

competitive concerns in June 2005 by requiring Chevron and Unocal to cease enforcing the 

patents and to cease all attempts to collect damages, royalties, or other payments for use of the 

patents. 

B. Valero/Kaneb. The proposed acquisition of Kaneb Services and Kaneb Pipe Line Partners by 

                                                            
19 For example, the FTC Petroleum Merger Report indicated Chevron had only 2.5% of world crude oil production 
in 2002, while Unocal’s share in that year was about 0.2%. 

20
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Valero L.P. in 2005 raised competitive issues in the bulk supply of refined petroleum products.21 

Valero L.P. and the related Kaneb companies were operators of pipeline and product terminals in 

various parts of the U.S. Valero Energy is a major domestic refiner, and owned the general 

partner of Valero L.P., as well as many of the common units in Valero L.P. For purposes of 

antitrust analysis, the FTC treated the transaction as a merger of all the Kaneb and Valero 

entities. 

In the Colorado area, Kaneb pipelines delivering product from third party refineries in Montana 

and Wyoming to Kaneb terminals in the Denver and Colorado Springs area competed with 

Valero pipeline and terminal assets serving the same area. The FTC alleged that the transaction 

would significantly increase concentration in the relevant antitrust markets and that entry into 

these markets was difficult, increasing the probability of collusion. 
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sufficient to prevent possible anticompetitive effects from the transaction. The FTC required 

divestiture of Shell’s Oklahoma terminal assets to remedy these competitive concerns.22 

III.	Arch	Coal	
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2d 109 (D.D.C. 2004). 

It is noteworthy that the FTC’s theory focused on the effect of the acquisition on the supply 

elasticity of the fringe and not its effects on the number of competitors, market shares, or 

concentration indexes. Those who were surprised that the FTC attempted to block a “5-to-5” 

merger28 where the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) and the increase in the HHI were lower 

than in most recent FTC merger cases where a complaint was voted out29 likely did not focus on 

the supply elasticity issue. 

Also of interest was the court’s holding that customers’ concerns that the transition would lessen 

competition were not persuasive. Numerous electric generating companies opposed the deal 

because of concerns that increased concentration would lead to higher SPRB coal prices. The 

court was unconvinced that these buyers provided anything more than an educated guess 

regarding the outcome of the merger. In closing the case, the FTC reiterated its position that the 

views of customers are important to the substantive analysis of the competitive effects of 

mergers. Consequently, the courts will likely need to consider the value of forward-looking, cus-

tomer-based evidence in future cases. Objective information about the market obtained from 

customers is generally considered to be valuable. The debate centers around two points: (1) Are 

the opinions of sophisticated market participants about the outcome of a merger event valuable? 

and (2) How uniform must such customer opinion be to permit reliable inferences about merger 

effects? 

IV.	Estimating	the	Effects	of	Vertical	Restraints	
An under-appreciated area of economist activity at the FTC is the communication of ideas to our 

fellow economists and policy makers in other nations. While we discuss many areas of mutual 

interest, one topic that often rises to the top is vertical restraints. 

                                                            
28 Triton Coal owned two SPRB mines: North Rochelle and Buckskin. North Rochelle produced relatively low 
sulfur, 8,800 BTU coal, while Buckskin produced relatively high sulfur, 8,400 BTU coal. In an all SPRB market, the 
transaction was 5-to-5 because Arch divested Buckskin to a company that was not previously in the market. 

29
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Since the 1977 Sylvania decision,30 a successful antitrust plaintiff in U.S. courts must show that a 

challenged vertical restraint (e.g., exclusive dealing or exclusive territories) is likely to harm 

consumer welfare.31 A similar movement away from per se rules and towards effects-based rule-

of-reason analysis is underway in Europe, where newly issued Block Exemptions to Article 81 

do much the same thing.32 

To determine the effects of vertical restraints we can use inference based on either empirical or 

theoretical models. Economic theory tells us only that anticompetitive effects are possible under 

                                                            
30 In Cont’l T.V. Inc. v. GTE Sylvania Inc., 433 U.S. 36 (1977), the U.S. Supreme Court overruled United States v. 
Schwinn, 388 U.S. 365 (1967) and held that non-price vertical restrictions were to be judged under the rule of 
reason. Under the rule of reason, a plaintiff must show that the agreement is likely to have “genuine adverse effects 
on competition.” In support of its abandonment of per se treatment, the Supreme Court observed in Sylvania how 
exclusive territories had the potential to “induce competent and aggressive retailers to make the kind of investment 
of capital and labor that is often required in the distribution of products unknown to the consumer.” GTE Sylvania, 
Inc., 433 U.S. at 55. A few years later, in Monsanto Co. v. Spray-Rite Service Co., the Court again endorsed vertical 
restrictions that encourage retail service and supported a manufacturer’s right to terminate a discounting dealer to 
prevent free riding: “independent action is not proscribed. [A supplier] has a right to deal, or refuse to deal, with 
whomever it likes as long as it does so independently.” 465 U.S. 752, 760–761 (1984). See Muris (2001) for a 
discussion of the evolution of economics in antitrust jurisprudence. 

31 Since 1977, Sherman § 1 cases involving vertical restraints – with the exception of explicit minimum resale price 
maintenance – are evaluated under the rule of reason. This standard requires a plaintiff to show that the agreement is 
likely to have “genuine adverse effects on competition.” Federal Trade Comm’n v. Indiana Fed’n of Dentists, 476 
U.S. 447, 460 (1986). See also 



 

28 

 

a variety of strong – and difficult to verify – assumptions about (among other things) costs, 

demand, the nature of input contracts, conditions of entry, the slope of reaction functions, and the 

information available to firms. Theory does not tell us when anticompetitive outcomes are likely 

to appear. Put another way, economic theory has identified a number of avenues, or necessary 

conditions, by which vertical restraints could lead to anticompetitive outcomes, but it has not 

identified sufficient conditions under which anticompetitive outcomes would appear. 

Translated into policy, necessary conditions delineate safe harbors, like “dominance” – whereby 

a firm must have significant market power in the primary market in order for vertical restraints to 

have an effect in a secondary market. But without sufficient conditions, policy makers lack guid-

ance once they have left the safe harbors. This ambiguity has prevented the kind of convergence 

in enforcement standards that has occurred in horizontal mergers. 

FTC economists are contributing to the policy debate by examining the empirical evidence on 

the effects of vertical restraints. The evidence comes mostly from so-called “natural 

experiments” comparing markets with and without restraints to determine the effect of the 

restraints. The term is something of a misnomer because there is nothing experimental about the 

results – rather the term is used to convey the 
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limited our review to those papers that address issues of explicit antitrust policy interest.34 

In the analysis that summarizes our findings, two features immediately stand out: First, there is a 

paucity of support for the proposition that vertical integration or vertical restraints are likely to 

harm consumers (Cooper et al., 2005). Of all the studies cited in that analysis, only one (Ford 

and Jackson, 1997, a study of vertical integration between cable television franchises and cable 

programmers) purports to find an unambiguously harmful effect of vertical integration. And in 

this instance, the losses are minuscule ($0.60 per cable subscriber per year).35 Second, a far 

greater number of studies found that the use of vertical restraints in the particular context studied 

improved welfare unambiguously (i.e., resulted in lower prices and larger quantities). 

More specifically, the studies in Cooper et al.’s article appear to provide support for the 

proposition that vertical integration/vertical restraints often help solve double-markup problems, 

and/or reduce costs in other ways. These studies include: 

• U.S. gasoline markets [Vita (2000); Barron and Umbeck (1984, 1985); and Shepard 

(1993) found that retail prices were lower when vertical integration was permitted]. 

• Retail beer sales through pubs in the UK [Slade (1998) found that the “beer orders” 

reducing vertical control of pubs resulted in higher retail beer prices]. 

• Cable television [Chipty (2001) found that the integration of cable TV programmers with 

distributors lowered retail prices]. 

• Fast food [Graddy (1997) found that prices are higher in franchised fast food restaurants 

as compared with company-owned stores]. 

Other studies bearing on the double-markup or other cost-savings issues analyze the competitive 

effects of vertical restraints in a broader cross-section of industries. For example, in her study of 

                                                            
34 We do not discuss the extensive literature on contract choice in franchise relationships (see LaFontaine and Slade, 
1997), nor do we discuss the literature (with one exception) that examines optimal contract/integration choice in the 
face of asset specificity (see, e.g., Joskow 1985). 

35 We note that Chipty (2001) found that vertical integration between cable systems and cable programmers resulted 
in lower prices to consumers. 
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litigated resale price maintenance (RPM) cases, Ippolito (1991) found that 30% of litigated resale 

price maintenance cases involved maximum RPM, strongly suggesting that in these instances 

vertical restraints were used as a means for constraining downstream market power. 

The literature summarized in Cooper et al.’s study also provides at least indirect evidence that 

vertical restraints sometimes are used to induce the provision of demand-increasing activities by 

retailers.36 Ippolito (1991) and Ippolito and Overstreet (1996) found that in their samples, the use 

of RPM generally was consistent with demand-increasing activities by retailers. Also consistent 

with this rationale for vertical restraints are Sass and Saurman’s (1996) findings that the ban on 

exclusive territories in beer sales reduced beer consumption by 6%. Mullin and Mullin (1997) 

found vertical integration induced investment in relationship-specific assets in steel production; 

Hersch (1994) also concluded that his stock market event study provided evidence consistent 

with the efficiency rationale for RPM. Heide et al.’s (1998) study of exclusive dealing contracts 

found that a key determinant of the use of exclusive dealing contracts was whether 

manufacturers compensated dealers for services potentially ‘free ridable’ by rival manufacturers. 

Notably, Heide et al. found also that the perception by managers that entry likely was associated 

with a reduced probability that exclusive dealing contracts would be used, thus casting doubt 

upon the empirical importance of exclusionary motives for vertical restraints among the firms in 

their sample. 

A few studies obtained results consistent with both pro-and anti-competitive characterizations of 

vertical restraints. Gilligan’s event study (1986) obtained negative abnormal returns upstream 

when RPM contracts were challenged, a result consistent with efficiency and also manufacturer 

collusion explanations for RPM (because manufacturer profits would be expected to fall under 

either of these possibilities). In their study of cable television, Waterman and Weiss (1996) found 
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that cable systems that owned pay movie channels were less likely to carry rival pay channels, a 

finding consistent both with pro-and anticompetitive behavior (a decision to integrate vertically 

into programming is presumptively profitable; the profits could arise either from greater 

efficiency [elimination of double-markups] or from foreclosure of some sort). Last, Hastings 

(2004) found that retail gasoline prices increased when ‘unbranded’ stations were acquired by a 

branded refiner. However, she concludes that the change in price at newly-acquired stations is 

attributable to the effects of “branding” formerly unbranded retailers, not to greater vertical 

control by refiners; indeed, she notes explicitly that her empirical evidence does not support 

“divorcement” restrictions (i.e., proscriptions on the vertical control of gasoline retailers by 

refiners). 

Overall, we would characterize the empirical literature on vertical restraints/vertical integration 

as follows: 

• Most studies find evidence that vertical restraints/vertical integration are pro-competitive. 

• This efficiency often is plausibly attributable to the elimination of double-markups or 

other cost savings. 

• A number of studies also find evidence consistent with “dealer services” efficiencies. 

• Instances where vertical controls were unambiguously anticompetitive are difficult, but 

not impossible, to find. 

We end with a call for more empirical work in this important area. The ambiguity of theory in 

this area underscores the necessity of more empirical work to inform policy. Given the 

importance of this issue, it is surprising that empirical evidence is so thin. 

V.	Conclusion	
Economists at the FTC worked on a broad array of competition and consumer protection issues 

this year. This article reports on a selection of that antitrust work regarding: (1) the petroleum 

industry, (2) mergers, and (3) the evidence on the impact of vertical restraints. What conclusions 

might we draw from those particular efforts? In the gasoline market, we found that movements in 
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