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The Role of Antimonopoly Committees
in the Former Soviet Union

THOMAS A. TIMBERG

0 ne of the characteristics of the economies in transition from communism has

been the creation of antimonopoly committees (AMCs) in almost every
country. These AMCs differ considerably in their formal authority and jurisdic-
tion and far more in their actual influence on events.

The creation of AMCs can be traced to the thinking among economic policy-
makers that gave rise to the transition from communism.' The important role of
antitrust in the Ludwig Erhard model, which so intrigued many of the first wave
of leaders in the transitional economies of Eastern Europe, should not be ignored.
A more powerful concern, however, was a residual recognition that there were
potential problems with market economies such as market failures, market abus-
es, and the like. Just what these potential problems were was unclear, but appre-
hension persisted nevertheless. Both the donors and the recipients of aid in these
transitional economies were initially anxious to duplicate the structure of the
Western market economies, almost all of which have antimonopoly authorities,
In fact, antimonopoly authorities have been rapidly spreading to more and more
countries because of a recognition of the value of competition and because they
are often viewed as a piece of the normal commercial law that is the price for
easy entry into international commerce.

Countering the role of the consensus among aid donors and recipients in tran-
sitional economies on the problems of monopoly that led to the founding of the
AMCs has been a countervailing concern on the part of the economies’ managers
in coordinating individual firm activity within industries. This concern has been
embodied in a series of efforts to re-create the former coordinating roles of min-

- istries and the Gosplan through associations, holding companies, and so-called

Financial Industrial Groups. All of these efforts reflect a desire by economic man-
agers to reassert direct control over decentralized activity as well as to avoid
destructive competition,

Thomas A. Timberg is a principal associate with Nathan Associates, Inc., Arlington. Vir-
ginia.
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The focus of this article is AMCs in the former Soviet Union (FSU). In the
FSU, research was started on antimonopoly policy in the All-Union Academy of
Sciences in late 1988, long before extensive privatization was envisaged. Even
then there was concern that the growth of the market would lead to monopoly dis-
tortions. Although an antimonopoly law was already approved by the USSR
Council of Ministers in the summer of 1990, a serious interest in enforcing the
law was demonstrated only in the summer of 1992, with the staffing of the AMC
and the launching of an effort to regulate and register monopolistic firms. This
1992 antimonopoly effort was undertaken by those, such as Prime Minister Yegor
Gaidar, directing the liberalization of prices in the hope that it would control the
price surge that accompanied liberalization. Thousands of firms were registered
by the AMCs as dominant enterprises, and an attempt was made to control their
pricing process.?

It is generally recognized that the 1992 process of registering and controlling
dominant enterprises went too far, and the monopoly registers were pruned, part-
ly under the influence of hostile court decisions and partly because of political
pressure.” Antimonopoly activity is now more frequently driven by particular
grievances about high prices or abuse of competitors that are brought to the atten-
tion of the AMCs. Some of the evolving consensus is reflected in the new Anti-
monopoly Law approved in the early summer of 1995.

Although outside commentators have emphasized the importance of merger
guidelines, relatively few merger cases have yet come to the AMCs’ attention. The
merger cases that have come before the AMCs are typically concerned with a desire
of producers to obtain direct control of retailers or with the desire of recently sep-
arated enterprises to reunite.* Other merger cases involve foreign buyers of enter-
prises in which the objections to the mergers seem connected with foreign invest-
ment concerns rather than the impact of the merger on domestic competition.

Structure and Authority

The formal authority of antimonopoly committees varies, but in the case of suc-
cessor states to the Soviet Union, the AMCs have some common features based
on drafts and ideas that were already circulating before the demise of that state.’
Originally, these AMCs often were responsible for regulating financial markets;
ensuring compliance with price control legislation; promoting small business, as
well as regulating and controlling monopoly practices and situations; and pro-
tecting the rights of the consumer. As the AMCs have evolved, they have fre-
quently lost much of their jurisdiction, but the complicated relationship of price
legislation to any market behavior is still critical. In Kazakstan, the AMCs con-
trol the monitoring of prices in registered dominant enterprises. In Russia, they
simply supervise the prices set by other designated agencies. Although the
amount of such price setting has declined, it is still substantial, particularly at the
local level.f

The AMCs at the national level typically have a decentralized structure with
local- and oblast-level AMCs loosely connected to a central AMC. The central
AMCs typically try to strengthen their control, often with the assistance of for-
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