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Growing awareness of competition law and an increasingly active competition authority has 

left France’s antitrust bar bursting at the seams. Rachel Bull went to Paris to find out more 

Competition lawyers are in vogue in France. The constant flow of activity coming from the 

Competition Authority and the courts, an ever-increasing awareness of antitrust law, and the 

practice’s relative resilience to the global financial crisis has made competition a popular area 

of expansion for many firms. 

“Firms have experienced dips in their merger and corporate work so have invested more 

resources into competition litigation, which hasn’t really been adversely affected by the 

crisis,” says Philippe Guibert at De Pardieu Brocas Maffei. “Competition law is definitely on 

trend at the moment.” 

There are now three generations of competition lawyers active in France. The “Popes of 

competition law in France” – Robert Saint-Esteben, Claude Lazarus and Jean-Patrice de La 

Laurencie – although close to retirement, are still active. Their successors – considered the 

younger generation a few years ago – have now resolutely established their reputations in the 

field. Meanwhile, a new crop of rising stars is also jostling for space in the Paris bar. 

 

Elite 

Robert Saint-Esteben’s competition team at Bredin Prat simply never seems to put a foot 

wrong. Renowned among the bar as the leaders in the field, its four partners have all built 

eminent reputations. Saint-Esteben, Hugues Calvet and Olivier Billard are all nominees to the 

Who’s Who of Competition Lawyers and Economists and are often cited by rivals as the most 

respected lawyers in the market. Marie-Cécile Rameau was promoted to the partnership last 

year and is tipped for similar success. 

Calvet, Saint-Esteben and Billard worked on the two of most famous cases of the year so far 

in France. They represented steel manufacturer ArcelorMittal in its appeal against a Ä302 

million fine for its role in a cartel. The penalty was slashed to Ä42 million by Paris’s Court of 

Appeal in January, amid much debate surrounding the contradictory opinions of the authority 

and the court. The team also acted for Hermès and Marionnaud before the appeals court in a 

vertical price fixing case in the perfume sector. The court annulled the authority’s decision in 

the case on procedural grounds. 

The practice handled some significant mergers, too. Calvet and Billard advised Banque 

Populaire on its Ä17 billion merger with Caisse d’Epargne – the first large merger case to be 

cleared by the unified Competition Authority after it was consolidated in March 2009. Billard 

says the deal was cleared at phase I thanks to “innovative behavioural and structural 

remedies” offered to the authority. The team was also counsel to the French state from the 

beginning of the banking crisis, with respect to the European Commission’s temporary state 

aid framework. 

Antoine Choffel in Paris and Stéphane Hautbourg in Brussels head Gide Loyrette Nouel’s 

competition work. The firm says the two teams are one and the same competition practice. 

Benoît Le Bret joined the Brussels practice as a partner in October 2008. Rival practitioners 

maintain that Choffel is among the most respected antitrust lawyers in the bar. 
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The firm has been very active over the past 12 months in all areas of competition law. Among 

the high-profile merger cases the team have acted on is French transport operator SNCF’s 

acquisition of transport companies Keolis and Effia, which included complex commitments. 

Behavioural work is also plentiful. The firm represented Yves Saint Laurent and Beauté 

Prestige International in a successful challenge before the appeals court, which resulted in an 

annulment of fines. 

France Télécom remains a long-standing client, which the firm is representing before the 

European Commission on an abuse of dominance complaint lodged by Vivendi. It also 

achieved a successful result for France Télécom in a May 2010 state aid case before Europe’s 

General Court. 

Wilkie Farr & Gallagher LLP’s competition group is heralded among private practitioners 

as the new one to watch thanks to a series of court successes. “Their work is of a very high 

quality,” says one practitioner. “They are a young team who are becoming increasingly visible 

on the market,” says Hughes Calvet of Bredin Prat. 

Partner and Who’s Who nominee Jacques-Philippe Gunther leads the team, with fellow 

partners David Tayar and Charlotte Breuvart, and ten associates. Tayer is singled out among 

his peers as a rising star of the bar. 

Gunther says the practice devotes 60 per cent of its time to French and EU cartel matters and 

40 per cent to transactional work. Although part of an international network of firms, he says 

that the practice has a number of stand-alone clients for litigation matters and also often works 

on M&A deals where a different firm handles corporate work. 

The firm represented publishing group Amaury in a successful challenge before the Paris 

Court of Appeal against a dawn raid on the company led by the competition authority. 

Gunther and Tayar also acted for broadcaster France Télévisions in a recent General Court 

decision that ruled a state subsidy to the company did not constitute illegal state aid. As well 

as having an in-depth knowledge of the pharmaceutical, financial and energy sectors, the 

practice also specialises in the sport sector and is counsel to the French Football League. 

 

Highly recommended 

Notably the biggest shift in the Paris bar over the past year was at Clifford Chance LLP. At 

the end of 2009, partner Claude Lazarus left the firm with five of his team to join Howrey 

LLP. Clifford Chance’s practice is now led by partner Patrick Hubert. Ten other lawyers 

make up the rest of the team, including of counsel Michel Petite. Rivals say the move 

undoubtedly affected the practice, but despite the shake-up Clifford Chance is adamant that it 

has reconstructed its team, and plans to make several hires in the coming months. 

The firm’s client base remains impressive, with international names such as Shell, Pfizer and 

Oracle, as well as national companies including supermarket chain Carrefour and L’Oréal. 

Petite divides his time between Paris and Brussels, and says he has been an “integral link” 

between the Paris and the firm’s other pan-European offices. 

Led by partners Didier Théophile and Igor Simic, Darrois Villey Maillot Brochier’s 

competition practice is going from strength to strength. Acknowledged historically for its 

exceptional merger work, Simic says not only has this work remained constant, but also the 

amount of cartel and abuse of dominance cases on the slate has risen significantly. 

“We now split our time equally between merger and behavioural cases, which is something 

we strived towards for many years,” says Simic. 
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Simic and Théophile are both nominees to the Who’s Who. 

The practice was indeed present on all major French merger cases over the past twelve 

months. It acted for Caisse d’Epargne in its merger with Banque Populaire, and represented 

broadcasters TF1 and AB in the first and, to date, only merger that the Competition Authority 

has taken to phase II. The team is also acting in several litigations on interchange fees, and 

represents long-standing client La Poste in proceedings before the authority. 

The arrival of partner Maria Trabucchi to Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer LLP last 

October served as a huge boost to the firm’s Paris competition group. Trabucchi returned to 

Freshfields with her team from Weil Gotshal & Manges LLP, having begun her career at the 

firm. She works alongside practice head and Who’s Who nominee Jérôme Philippe. “Jérôme 

and I knew each other well from my time at Freshfields and we are very happy to join our 

practices,” says Trabucchi. Rivals agree that the hire has elevated the group. “Maria is very 

highly respected among the bar,” says Igor Simic of Darrois Villey.  

Recent cases handled by the firm include advising Visa on its acquisition of debit card 

payment scheme Carte Bleu. The firm successfully represented energy company GDF Suez in 

an abuse of dominance case that resulted in no fine being imposed, and is also working on 

several leniency applications. 

In the state aid field, the firm is co-counsel with Darrois Villey to financial organisation 

Caisse des Dépôts et Consignations on the competition issues surrounding the creation of a 

French sovereign wealth fund. 

Claude Lazarus’s arrival at Howrey LLP last October has put the firm resolutely on the 

competition map in Paris. Lazarus joined with partner Audrey Amsellem to launch the 

practice, and the team now consists of six lawyers. 

The firm represented the three major players in the French insurance sector, Macif, Maif and 

Matmut, before the Competition Authority in the creation of a joint venture. The deal was 

cleared in June at phase I. 

Lazarus assisted EDF in its merger filing to the European Commission to acquire control of 

SPE, in the Belgian energy market. It also counseled EDF in an antitrust procedure before the 

European Commission, regarding its long-term contracts with large industrial customers in 

France. The European Commission accepted EDF’s commitments in March and the case was 

closed. The practice is advising several other clients on dawn raids and cartel litigation. 

Heading the antitrust group at Linklaters LLP is Olivier d’Ormesson. He is supported by two 

other partners, Anne Wachsmann and Pierre Zelenko, and 15 associates. Zelenko says 

competition litigation cases have skyrocketed in the past 12 months. “Merger work is also 

picking up again in our team – we are extremely busy,” he says. 

The team counsels Sanofi-Aventis and acted for Caisse des Dépôts et Consignations in a 

merger between Transdev and Veolia. 

Case-wise, the firm is acting for companies in various sectors before the European and French 

Competition Authorities, including in the energy, pharmaceutical water and transport sectors. 

The firm also counselled ArcelorMittal in the steel case before the authority. Long standing 

clients include national carrier Air France and telecommunication group Alcatel-Lucent. 

No France bar survey would be complete without talking about Vogel & Vogel. Founded 20 

years ago by brothers Louis and Joseph Vogel, the competition boutique has the largest 

practice in Paris, comprising 32 antitrust specialists. 
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The brothers remain the only partners at the firm, but eight members of the team are counsel. 

Louis Vogel is also now a lecturer at the University of Paris. Some rival practitioners have 

criticised the quality of the firm’s work of late, and say that despite its stature, associates are 

limited in their prospects because, up to now, none have ever been made a partner. “We have 

not seen any of the new generation coming from the firm,” says one rival. 

However, the firm still has an impressive client roster, and Joseph Vogel says it has attracted 

new clients in the past 12 months, including chemical group Rhodia, retailer FNAC and 

financing company Toyota Finance. “Clients hear about our reputation and like the stability 

and personal nature of our working methods,” he says. “We are an attractive alternative to the 

large international law firms that demand equally large fees.” The firm has extensive 

experience in antitrust litigation. The practice is advising television broadcaster TF1 in a case 

centred on exclusive distribution agreements in the pay-TV market. Telecoms company 

Bouygues Télécom continues to be a long-standing client; the firm is currently acting in 

several antitrust proceedings for the company. 

White & Case LLP is headed by Jean-Paul Tran Thiet with the support of Jean-Patrice de La 

Laurencie – both nominees to the Who’s Who. De La Laurencie is now of counsel, and 

remains vice president of the French association of antitrust specialists. Charles-Henri Calla 

was appointed counsel last year. Counsel Juliette Goyer and six associates make up the rest of 

the team. 

The firm is advising Terminal Porte Océane in its challenge before the Paris Court of Appeal 

to an authority decision to impose sanctions on four port operators for coordinating to share 

dockside stations. De La Laurencie says it is the first case of its kind in France encompassing 

a joint venture agreement with a parent company. A decision is expected by the end of the 

year. 

Among the many other cases currently under way, the firm is also advising L’Oréal in the 

perfume cartel case, now before the Supreme Court, and a pharmaceuticals company in a 

cartel investigation by the European Commission. 

The firm is also representing several important clients in merger control notifications before 

the Competition Authority and the European Commission. All EU-related matters are 

managed in close cooperation with the Brussels office. 

 

Recommended 

Allen & Overy LLP gained a partner in Paris recently after Michel Struys relocated from the 

firm’s London and Brussels offices, joining Florence Ninane and practice head Olivier Fréget. 

Fleur Herrenschmidt was also promoted to counsel in May. Alongside antitrust litigation and 

merger control, the firm says it has developed expertise on new market entrants and 

deregulated industries, such as the online gaming, energy and audiovisual sectors. 

The team is advising Direct Energie, a new entrant to the French energy market, in several 

litigation cases, and is counsel to research-based pharmaceutical company Janssen Cilag in a 

procedure before the competition authority related to predatory pricing. The firm is also 

representing cement company Vicat before the Paris Court of Appeal, further to a Supreme 

Court judgement challenging the existence of collective dominance. 

Led by François Brunet in Paris and Antoine Winckler in Brussels, Cleary Gottlieb Steen & 

Hamilton LLP’s practice covers the full spectrum of competition work, including mergers, 

litigation, abuse of dominance and state aid. Seven associates work full time on competition 

matters. 
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The firm recently acted for cement company Lafarge in several cases, the most prominent 

being an appeal against a Ä17 million fine for anti-competitive practices. The fine was 

reduced by 40 per cent at France’s Supreme Court. It is also acting for chemicals 

manufacturer Arkema in two pending appeals against cartel fines at Europe’s General Court. 

Earlier this year, Brunet represented automotive equipment supplier Faurecia on its US$400 

million acquisition of EMCON Technologies, and insurance company Groupama on its joint 

venture with La Banque Postale. Other competition clients include Airbus, JC Decaux and 

Rexel. 

According to Philippe Guibert and Laure Givry, co-heads of De Pardieu Brocas Maffei’s 

competition practice, the firm saw a surge in antitrust litigation work in 2009. 

The firm is acting for Société Générale before the competition authority in a major antitrust 

case. It has also advised solar power company Solaire Direct on an abuse of dominance 

complaint lodged against energy group EDF, in which Guibert obtained interim measures 

from the authority. Many other cases before the authority remain confidential, but span the 

sugar, copper tube manufacturing, pharmaceutical and cereal sectors. Both Guibert and Givry 

are Who’s Who nominees. They are supported by five associates, one of whom was recruited 

in June. 

On the merger side, the team advised Mitsubishi on its joint venture with nuclear power 

company Areva, Crédit Agricole before the European Commission on its purchase of private 

hospital operator Proclif Group, and chemical storage company Rubis on its acquisition of 

Total and Shell’s assets in France. 

A new name rising through the ranks is Frédéric Fuchs of Fuchs Cohana Reboul & 

Associés. Fuchs began his career at Linklaters and Freshfields, moving to Weil Gotshal to 

participate to the launch of its Paris competition team before setting up his own firm in 2005. 

It now comprises 12 lawyers, with Fuchs and counsel Sébastien Dominguez concentrating on 

competition matters. 

Rivals speak very highly of Fuchs, and say his reputation in Paris is growing. “Fuchs is a 

really good lawyer who is used to dealing with complex antitrust and merger cases,” says Igor 

Simic at Darrois Villey. 

That it is a young firm seems to work to its advantage. “We focus on high quality and 

reactivity, which are essential, but we are also in a position to be flexible on our rates, which 

is a sensitive issue for clients these days. 

Indeed, despite its youth, the firm’s client list is already enviable, featuring names such as 

aeronautic and defense company EADS and pharmaceuticals company Teva. The lawyers are 

advising Jacquet Metals on the notification of its acquisition of IMS before the European 

Commission, and advising Teva in its action against Sanofi-aventis before the French 

Competition Authority. They also work on compliance and leniency matters. 

Herbert Smith’s competition practice is co-led by Jacques Buhart and Sergio Sorinas – both 

nominees to the Who’s Who. Sorinas joined the firm last year from Cleary Gottlieb, bringing 

with him several new clients, including chemicals company Arkema, newsstand operator 

Relay and pharmaceuticals group Lilly France. The team have a total of eight lawyers 

working on competition matters. 

The firm is advising HSBC Bank before the Competition Authority on interchange fees, and 

Arkema in three appeals proceedings before the General Court against fines totalling Ä300 

million imposed by the European Commission. The team is also counsel to energy company 
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Chevron in an investigation by the authority of an alleged aviation fuel cartel. The case is 

pending at the Supreme Court. 

Following the merger of Hogan & Hartson LLP and Lovells LLP in May, Hogan Lovells 

now has two partners, one counsel and four associates in its Paris antitrust practice. Partner 

Michel Debroux leads the group. 

In December 2009, Debroux obtained a landmark state aid ruling by the EU General Court, 

annulling the European Commission’s decision forcing energy company EDF to reimburse 

over Ä1.2 billion to the state. The decision is the highest ever state aid annulment ruling to 

date at EU level. 

The team is representing fuel company Esso in cartel proceedings before the French authority 

and the Paris appeals court in matters relating to the sale of jet fuel, and chemical company 

Arkema in several EU cartel and state aid cases. 

The firm is active on the merger side too, advising shipping company Moller Maersk on a 

joint venture with the Perrigault Group in the container services sector in the port of Le 

Havre. 

Jones Day’s competition group, led by partner Eric Morgan de Rivery, comprises six antitrust 

specialists. Olivier Cavézian was appointed of counsel in January 2009. 

The team is advising on a broad range of competition cases, including state aid, private 

enforcement and merger control. 

It is assisting renewable energy researcher IFP before the EU Commission and the Tribunal of 

the European Union in two different state aid cases, and is advising construction company 

JCB in several litigations concerning follow-on private enforcement actions. 

On the merger front, the firm is acting for pension fund Stichting Pensioenfonds in its filing to 

the European Commission of joint control of Aldeta, which owns a shopping centre in 

southern France. 

Latham & Watkins LLP’s Paris antitrust team has five partners. All are fully dedicated to 

competition matters and two split their time between the Paris and Brussels offices. Alain 

Georges heads the team, which is supported by five associates. 

The firm has worked on many multi-jurisdictional merger filings in recent months. The team 

advised buyout firm Cinven in Germany and Austria on its acquisition of Sebia Group, and 

represented Axa Private Equity in France and Italy on its purchase of online travel agency Go 

Voyages. 

Cartel litigation work is also looking healthy. Latham & Watkins advises Groupement des 

Cartes Bancaires in the interchange fee investigation before the French and European 

competition authorities. It also advised France Télécom before the Supreme Court in a 

landmark judgment on Apple’s iPhone exclusivity agreement with France Télécom’s Orange. 

The court quashed two previous rulings by the competition authority and the appeals court 

that the agreement was anti-competitive. 

In October 2009, partner Mélanie Thill-Tayara joined Norton Rose from Salans, where she 

was a partner in the competition practice she created 18 years ago. Thill-Tayara is known for 

her expertise in the pharmaceutical, luxury goods, media, financial and food industries. She is 

supported by one of counsel and four associates. 

Following a complaint from generic drug manufacturer Arrow, Thill Tayara assisted 

pharmaceutical company Schering-Plough during a dawn raid, and then in proceedings before 

the competition authority and latterly the appeals court. She is also advising pharmaceutical 



company Sanofi-Aventis in several litigation cases, including a dispute against biotech start-

up Sepal Pharma, and represented luxury goods company Chanel during DG Comp’s review 

of the rules on vertical restraints. 

In the press distribution field, the practice has acted for Les Messageries Lyonnaises de Presse 

in its challenge to rival Presstalis’s acquisition of Soprocom. 

 In May 2009, Vivien & Juvigny merged with litigation and M&A boutique Viguié Schmidt. 

The following month, Frédéric Peltier joined from Clifford Chance to form Viguié Schmidt 

Peltier Juvigny. The firm focuses its core business on high profile or complex transactions 

and disputes. Olivier de Juvigny and Iñaki Saint-Esteben lead on competition work, and are 

assisted by five associates. 

Last year, notable cases included acting for TV channel M6 on the acquisition of NT1 and 

TMC by national broadcaster TF1, and representing construction company Vinci on its 

acquisition of French electrical engineering group Cegelec. The firm is also counsel to bank 

BNP Paribas on procedures relating to multilateral interchange fees. 

There are a number of other firms that have a presence on the French competition scene, each 

with impressive portfolio of clients and most supporting a larger corporate group. These 

include Bird & Bird, Orrick Herrington & Sutcliffe LLP, Shearman & Sterling LLP, Mayer 

Brown LLP and Paul Hastings Janofsky & Walker LLP. The names Sylvain Justier and 

Vincent Jaunet, co-founders of new boutique Magenta, which specialises in competition, 

distribution and regulatory law, are also expected to become more widely recognised in the 

future. 

 


