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Completed acquisition by Noble Egg Innovations 
Unlimited of certain assets of Manton and Manton 

(2) Limited 

ME/6438-14 

The CMA’s decision on reference under section 22(1) given on 19 August 2014. Full 
text of the decision published on 31 October 2014.  

Please note that the square brackets indicate figures or text which have been 
deleted or replaced in ranges at the request of the parties for reasons of 
commercial confidentiality. 

Summary 

1. Noble Egg Innovations Unlimited (NEI) was set up as a stand-alone company 
by certain shareholders of Noble Foods Group Limited (NGL) (NEI and NGL 
jointly, Noble) to acquire certain assets (including the leasehold interest of 
two egg processing plants in Harrogate and Gainsborough) of Manton (an 
unlimited company). This transaction completed on 13 March 2014, and the 
CMA sent an enquiry letter on 25 April 2014. In addition, the business and 
assets of NGL’s Egg Products Division (EPD) were transferred to NEI. The 
CMA considers that the parties have ceased to be distinct and that the share 
of supply test is met in relation to the supply of free-range liquid eggs. A 
relevant merger situation has therefore been created. The CMA assessed the 
merger against the conditions of competition prevailing pre-merger. 

2. The parties overlap in the downstream egg processing of the egg supply 
chain. Specifically, the parties overlap in the supply of liquid eggs, egg 
powder, hard-boiled eggs and egg mayonnaise. 

3. The parties’ combined shares of supply are generally below [30–40]%, even 
on the basis of narrow segmentations according to the types of eggs used in 
production. In each product category there remains a significant number of 
viable alternative suppliers constraining the parties, some of whom currently 
have significant spare capacity. In addition, two significant competitors (Ready 
Egg and Bumble Hole) have invested in the construction of new egg 
processing plants both becoming operational in 2014. 
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4. Furthermore, the CMA received evidence of a significant constraint from 
imported egg products from Continental Europe, with a number of customers 
confirming that for a large share of their business, egg products of UK origin 
were generally substitutable with imports. There was also evidence that 
customers often invite suppliers from Continental Europe to bid for contracts 
and obtain quotes from such suppliers by telephone. Imports have taken a 
large share of the UK demand for egg products, for example accounting for 
around 40% of the supply of liquid eggs in the UK. 

5. There were no significant concerns from third parties and some competitors 
suggested that the merger could enhance competition because Manton 
needed rebranding and EPD needed a more efficient egg processing plant. 
Two customers expressed some concerns in relation to the supply of liquid 
eggs in small packs. However, the CMA found that sufficient alternative spare 
capacity exists to meet additional demand from customers of liquid eggs in 
small packs and most suppliers offer the full range of liquid eggs in small 
packs. 

6. For the reasons set out above, in particular given the significant constraint on 
the parties from existing suppliers and imports, and the absence of significant 
third party concerns, the CMA considers that no realistic prospect of a 
substantial lessening of competition arises as a result of the merger. 

Decision 

7. This merger will therefore not be referred under section 22(1) of the 
Enterprise Act 2002 (the Act). 

Assessment 

Parties 

8. NEI was set up by the shareholders of NGL as a stand-alone company to 
acquire certain assets of Manton. In addition, the business and assets of 
NGL’s EPD was transferred from NGL to NEI, including the egg processing 
plant at Bilsthorpe. According to Noble, the shareholders decided that the egg 
products business needed to be totally market focused and to have 
autonomous accountability and be financially independent and separately 
managed from NGL. NEI was therefore set up to focus on the egg processing 
activity which includes the processing and supply of egg products to food 
manufacturers, food service and food distribution companies. 

9. Manton was also active in the processing and supply of egg products to food 
manufacturers, food service and food distribution companies through its egg 
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processing plants at Harrogate and Gainsborough. Manton’s UK turnover for 
the year ended 31 March 2014 was approximately [].  

Transaction 

10. On 20 February 2014 the parties entered into an Asset Purchase Agreement, 
whereby NEI agreed to purchase certain assets from Manton and Manton (2) 
Limited, including the leasehold interest in the egg processing plants at 
Harrogate and Gainsborough as well as certain fixed assets and information 
technology infrastructure, supplier contracts, stock and certain business 
information (excluding customer contracts). The transaction was completed 
on 13 March 2014 and the Manton employees were also transferred to NEI 
through TUPE.1 

Jurisdiction 

11. Under section 24 of the Act, a completed merger must have taken place not 
more than four months before the CMA takes its decision on reference, unless 
the merger took place without having been made public and without the CMA 
being informed of it. In the present case, when the transaction completed on 
13 March 2014, the parties informed their customers but did not publicise the 
transaction more widely. The first public reference to the transaction was in an 
article in Farming UK on 31 March 2014. The CMA therefore considers that 
the four-month time period started on 31 March 2014 at the earliest.2 Since on 
this basis the four-month period, including extensions under section 25(2) of 
the Act, ends on 8 September 2014 and hence after the date of this decision, 
it was not necessary for the CMA to consider whether the article in Farming 
UK was in itself sufficient to form the start of the four-month time period. 

12. On 24 June 2014 the CMA gave notice to NEI that it had received sufficient 
information to enable it to begin its investigation. The statutory 40-working-day 
deadline for a decision by the CMA is therefore 19 August 2014. The 
transaction was identified by the CMA and an enquiry letter sent to NEI on 
25 April 2014. 

13. As a result of the Merger, NEI and the assets of Manton and Manton (2) 
Limited that form part of the transaction have ceased to be distinct. The CMA 
considers that both constitute enterprises. NGL and NEI form part of the same 
group, since they are both controlled by the same two individuals (Peter Dean 
and Michael Kent). NGL transferred EPD (its egg products business) to NEI 

 
 
1 Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment) Regulations 2006. 
2 See Mergers: Guidance on the CMA’s jurisdiction and procedure, CMA2 (January 2014), paragraphs 4.43 and 
4.44. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/mergers-guidance-on-the-cmas-jurisdiction-and-procedure
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on 21 March 2014, that is shortly after the transaction.3 The CMA therefore 
considers that NEI constitutes an enterprise. The CMA further considers that 
the assets of Manton and Manton (2) Limited that form part of the transaction 
constitute an enterprise, since they were sufficient for Manton’s egg products 
business. Although NEI did not acquire Manton’s customer contracts, NEI 
invited Manton’s customers to transfer to it. 

14. The parties overlap in the supply of free-range liquid egg, with a combined 
share of supply of 26.7%. The CMA therefore considers that the share of 
supply test in section 23 of the Act is met in this case.  

15. The CMA therefore believes that it is or may be the case that a relevant 
merger situation has been created.  

Product frame of reference 

16. The CMA considers that market definition provides a framework for assessing 
the competitive effects of the merger, which involves an element of judge-
ment. The boundaries of the market are not determinative to the analysis of 
the competitive effects of the merger, as it is recognised that there can be 
constraints on merging parties from outside the relevant market, segmentation 
within the relevant market, or other ways in which some constraints are more 
important than others.4  

17. The parties overlap in the supply of processed eggs and other value-added 
egg products. The parties either manufacture these products or source their 
requirements from third party manufacturers.5 This includes the supply of 
liquid eggs, egg powder, hard-boiled eggs and egg mayonnaise. Noble also 
supplies extended shelf-life liquid eggs, scrambled eggs and egg omelettes. 
However, Manton does not supply these products. The overlap in the supply 
of egg powder is minimal.6 Therefore, the supply of extended shelf-life liquid 
eggs, scrambled eggs, egg omelettes and egg powder is not considered 
further in this decision.  

18. Processed eggs and other egg products are sold to food manufacturers, food 
service and food distribution customers. Suppliers of processed eggs procure 

 
 
3 This transaction did not constitute a change in control over EPD, since structure charts provided by the parties 
show that Peter Dean and Michael Kent have joint control over both NGL and NEI. 
4 Merger Assessment Guidelines, CC2/OFT1254 (adopted by the CMA as set out in Annex D to Mergers: 
Guidance on the CMA’s jurisdiction and procedure), paragraph 5.2.2. 
5 The parties’ supply of egg powder and Noble’s supply of omelettes are sourced from third parties. Noble has 
also outsourced the manufacture of boiled eggs to Freshpak, a third party company which specialises in the 
manufacturing of sandwich fillings. 
6 According to the parties their estimated combined share is around [<5]%, with an increment of around [<5]%. 
Third parties who responded to the CMA enquiries did not raise any concerns regarding the supply of egg 
powder. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/merger-assessment-guidelines
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/mergers-guidance-on-the-cmas-jurisdiction-and-procedure
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/mergers-guidance-on-the-cmas-jurisdiction-and-procedure
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eggs for processing from egg packers (who sort, grade and pack eggs for 
onward sale) or may be vertically integrated in the upstream egg packing 
stage of the supply chain.7 Egg packers may also be active in the production 
of eggs and other associated activities. Noble is active at the egg packing and 
egg production levels of the supply chain, while Manton sourced its 
requirements of eggs for processing from third party suppliers. 

The supply of liquid eggs 

19. Noble submitted that in its view egg powder and liquid eggs are sufficiently 
substitutable both from the customer and supplier perspective, so as to 
constitute a relevant product market. Noble said that customers would be 
expected to switch in the event of a 5% increase in the price of liquid eggs. 
Furthermore, Noble submitted that it considered cage and free-range eggs to 
form part of the same market, as in their view they are functionally identical. 

20. The CMA has considered whether it is appropriate to delineate the supply of 
liquid eggs according to the aforementioned categories of products. 

Liquid eggs versus egg powder 

21. Noble submitted that there were three principal reasons why liquid and egg 
powder should be considered as part of the same product market: 

(a) The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) 
publishes information on egg products which combines liquid eggs and 
egg powder, which suggests that DEFRA considers these constitute one 
market. 

(b) While some products for which liquid egg and egg powder are used, may 
technically perform better with one of these, they are essentially the same 
and interchangeable. 

(c) Prices of liquid egg and egg powder move together as both customers 
and suppliers take advantages of price differences between these 
products such that these are competed away over time. The prices of 
liquid eggs and (rehydrated) egg powder are similar for given volumes.8 

 
 
7 Eggs used for processing are typically a by-product of the supply of shell eggs to retailers for sale onto 
consumers, since they do not meet the relevant specifications (for example, because they are too small or 
contain imperfections). [] (Noble response to the CMA’s questions of 25 April 2014, Appendix 7, p152). 
8 Noble said that the prices of liquid and egg powder are similar in that they reflect the conversion rate of one 
tonne of egg powder equals four tonnes of liquid eggs. 
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22. The majority of third party responses to the CMA’s enquiry suggested that 
liquid egg and egg powder were not substitutable.  

23. On the demand side, customers suggested that egg powder was generally 
seen as a technically inferior product to liquid eggs. This could be because 
egg powder does not have the required technical properties in cooking which 
liquid eggs deliver or their use would not be approved in food manufacturing 
by their own customers, for example because egg powder was seen as 
inferior in quality. Two customers said that they were actively considering the 
use of egg powder as an alternative to liquid eggs, although its technical 
properties would require further consideration and this would be for only some 
products. Another customer said that switching to the use of egg powder 
would require significant trial and investment in manufacturing processes. 

24. On the supply side, there is currently no UK-based production of egg powder. 
One supplier of liquid eggs suggested that the manufacturing processes for 
egg powder were expensive and require a continuous supply of eggs for 
processing. The supplier said that the current volumes demanded in the UK 
did not warrant investment in production facilities. Another UK-based supplier 
submitted that it ceased the production of egg powder because imports posed 
a significant competitive constraint and it could not viably continue this 
business line.  

25. A report produced for Noble notes that the majority of UK processors have the 
facilities to handle either liquid or egg powder, but not both. This would 
suggest that switching between the two products in the event of a small price 
increase would be unlikely to encourage sufficient switching by suppliers.9 

26. The Competition Commission (CC) has previously concluded that the supply 
of liquid eggs forms a separate product market from the supply of egg 
powder.10 In addition to the reasons raised by third parties in this case, the CC 
concluded that suppliers of processed eggs could price discriminate on the 
basis of ability to switch between liquid and egg powder, meaning that price 
increases could be targeted, such that the supply of liquid and egg powder 
were likely to constitute separate product markets. 

27. For the reasons set out above, on a cautious basis, the CMA has considered 
the effects of the merger on the supply of liquid eggs, excluding supplies of 
egg powder. However, the CMA has not found it necessary to conclude on the 

 
 
9 Noble response to the CMA’s questions of 25 April 2014, Appendix 7, p155. 
10 See paragraph 5.27 of the CC report of 20 April 2007 on the completed merger of Clifford Kent Holdings 
Limited, parent company of Stonegate Farmers Limited, and Deans Food Group Limited (CC Stonegate/Deans 
report). 
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precise scope of the product market for the supply of liquid eggs given that no 
concerns arise on any plausible basis. 

Cage versus free-range liquid eggs 

28. Noble submitted that free-range and cage liquid eggs should be considered in 
the same product market, since they were functionally identical. 

29. Third party responses, on the extent of switching in the event of a small price 
increase, were mixed. The vast majority of the parties’ customers procure 
cage liquid eggs and third parties suggested that the decision on the type of 
liquid eggs was driven by the product specifications set in tenders. 

30. Internal documents provided by Noble suggest that competitive conditions 
vary significantly between the supply of free-range and cage liquid eggs. For 
example, a report produced for Noble suggests that the supply of cage liquid 
eggs is [].11 The same internal document notes that Noble has an estimate 
share of over [40–60]% in free-range egg products and a [10–20]% share of 
cage egg products.12 It also highlights that there is price premium of around 
[] to free-range liquid eggs over cage liquid eggs. Under such significant 
price differences, switching by customers in the event of a small price rise is 
likely to be limited. 

31. The CC has previously considered the supply of free-range liquid eggs 
separately from the supply of cage liquid eggs. The CC found that there were 
significant price differences between free-range and cage liquid eggs. Further-
more, the CC concluded that suppliers may have difficulty in gaining access to 
sufficient supplies of free-range eggs for processing, for supply-side shifts to 
effectively constrain the supply of cage liquid eggs and warrant widening of 
the market to include both cage and free-range liquid eggs.13  

32. For the reasons set out above, the CMA has adopted a cautious approach 
and considered the supply of cage liquid eggs separately from the supply of 
free-range liquid eggs. However, the CMA has not found it necessary to 
conclude on the precise scope of the product market in this respect as no 
concerns arise on any plausible basis. 

 
 
11 Noble response to the CMA’s questions of 25 April 2014, Appendix 7, p158. 
12 ibid, p162. 
13 CC Stonegate/Deans report, Appendix D, paragraphs 76–79. 
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The supply of hard-boiled eggs 

33. Noble submitted shares in the supply of hard-boiled eggs, which includes 
cage and free-range hard-boiled eggs. The CMA notes that demand-side 
considerations may warrant a narrower product market for cage and free-
range hard-boiled eggs separately. Product specifications are set by the 
parties’ customers and their demand is in turn driven by their own customers’ 
requirements. Therefore switching between cage and free-range hard-boiled 
eggs may be limited. This was broadly confirmed by third party responses to 
the CMA’s enquiries. 

34. An internal document also suggests that competitive conditions differ between 
cage and free-range hard-boiled eggs. For example, it highlights that Noble’s 
average prices and margins are significantly higher for free-range than cage 
hard-boiled eggs (around []% and []% respectively). 

35. For these reasons, without needing to conclude on the precise scope of the 
market for the supply of hard-boiled eggs, the CMA has considered cage and 
free-range hard-boiled eggs both together and separately. 

The supply of egg mayonnaise 

36. Noble submitted market shares on the basis of a combined market for the 
supply of both cage and free-range egg mayonnaise. The CMA notes that 
similar reasoning to that set out in relation to other egg products (for example, 
tight product specification by customers limiting substitution possibilities), may 
warrant a delineation of a product market for the supply of cage egg 
mayonnaise, separate from the supply of free-range egg mayonnaise. The 
CMA has on a cautious basis assessed the effects of the merger for the 
supply of cage and free-range egg mayonnaise, both together and separately, 
but did not need to conclude on the precise scope of the market since the 
merger does not give rise to concerns in relation to egg mayonnaise on any 
plausible basis. 

Geographic frame of reference 

37. Noble submitted that the relevant geographic scope for the supply of the 
overlap products was no smaller than the UK and extended to at least 
Northern Europe. Noble said that imports had become an increasingly 
important constraint on the supply of processed eggs. Noble pointed to 
DEFRA figures which show that imports of egg products increased from 
2.3 million cases a year in 2005 to 3.4 million cases a year in 2013 and 
imports now comprise [40–50]% of UK sales of egg products. 
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38. The CMA has considered the extent to which imports impose a constraint on 
the supply of each of the overlapping products below. The CMA notes that a 
distinction must be drawn between the supply of imported egg products by 
suppliers based in the UK and importers of egg products located outside the 
UK, since the ability and willingness of customers to consider these suppliers 
as alternatives (for example, to UK-based suppliers of UK-sourced egg 
products) may vary.  

The supply of cage and free-range liquid eggs 

39. Noble submitted that both demand-side and supply-side considerations 
warrant a widening of the relevant geographic market to include imports of 
liquid eggs. On the demand side, Noble said that its customers’ ability and 
willingness to import liquid eggs and use liquid eggs of non-UK origin has 
increased in the recent past. [] On the supply side, suppliers of liquid eggs 
can purchase shell eggs from outside the UK for breaking into liquid eggs, 
and also acquire liquid eggs in bulk from importers of liquid eggs located 
outside the UK. 

40. The majority of third parties contacted by the CMA during its enquiry, said that 
imported liquid eggs were a substitute for UK-produced liquid eggs. However, 
several noted that some customers had a preference for or had requested 
UK-origin liquid eggs (for example, one of the parties’ competitors noted that 
around 25% of its customers required this). One customer noted that imported 
liquid eggs were not an alternative because of the short shelf life. Another 
said that its main customer had requested UK-origin liquid eggs. Several said 
that the Lion14 brand was an important requirement for some of their 
customers. 

41. Internal documents note that imports of egg products (which includes liquid 
eggs) are an important constraint on UK producers. For example, one 
document states that:15 ‘[]’. 

42. Another internal document states that: ‘[]’. 

43. In a previous case, the CC adopted a geographic market for the supply of UK 
liquid eggs, for customers unwilling or unable to import liquid eggs, since 
suppliers could price discriminate and enforce profitable price increases on 
such customers.16 However, the CC noted that the geographic market for 
liquid eggs was not clear-cut, given the potential for both demand-side and 

 
 
14 The Lion scheme is operated by the British Egg Industry Council and includes a code of practice for producers 
of UK eggs. The code of practice covers the egg production chain and incorporates food safety controls. 
15 Noble response to the CMA’s questions of 25 April 2014, Appendix 7, p154. 
16 CC Stonegate/Deans report, paragraph 6.83. 

http://www.egginfo.co.uk/british-lion-code-practice
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supply-side switching to imports.17 The CC accepted that overseas suppliers 
could act as effective competitors.18 

44. The CMA has accordingly, on a cautious basis, adopted a geographic market 
for the supply of liquid eggs that is UK-wide and assessed the strength of 
constraint imposed by imports in the competitive effects section. 

The supply of hard-boiled eggs and mayonnaise 

45. Noble submitted that the relevant geographic market for the supply of hard-
boiled eggs was wider than the UK. On the supply side, processors could 
purchase shell eggs from European suppliers or otherwise acquire pre-boiled 
and preserved eggs from European suppliers for onward supply. Noble 
pointed to the CC report, which noted that UK demand for small and second 
quality eggs for boiling had exceeded the available supply in the UK, such that 
suppliers had increasingly been importing eggs for boiling. 

46. Third parties were generally of the view that imports imposed a significant 
constraint in relation to the UK supply of hard-boiled eggs. Several said that 
either they currently use imported hard-boiled eggs or would consider 
switching in the event of a price difference between UK and European 
products. Some responses said that customers further down the supply chain 
(for example, retailers) sometimes specify UK origin products (for example, 
Lion branded eggs), which could limit opportunities for switching to imports for 
the parties’ customers. Several said that barriers to importing, such as 
exchange rates risks or transport costs, were low. 

47. For the reasons above, the CMA has, on a cautious basis, considered the 
effects of the merger on the supply of hard-boiled eggs and egg mayonnaise 
in the UK. It has assessed the strength of imports as a competitive constraint 
in the competitive assessment section. 

The supply of egg mayonnaise 

48. Noble submitted that the relevant geographic market for the supply of egg 
mayonnaise was wider than the UK. Customers were generally of the view 
that imports of egg mayonnaise were a good substitute for UK egg 
mayonnaise. One customer submitted that their UK-based supplier used UK 
or EU origin eggs in producing egg mayonnaise. 

 
 
17 See the CC Stonegate/Deans report, paragraph 6.86. 
18 ibid, paragraph 6.87. 
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49. The CMA has, on a cautious basis, considered the effects of the merger on 
the supply of egg mayonnaise in the UK. It has assessed the strength of 
imports as a competitive constraint in the competitive assessment section. 

Counterfactual  

50. The CMA assesses a merger’s impact relative to the situation that would have 
prevailed absent the merger (that is, the counterfactual). In practice, the CMA 
generally adopts the pre-merger conditions of competition as the counter-
factual against which to assess the impact of the merger. However, the CMA 
will assess the merger against an alternative counterfactual where, based on 
the evidence available to it, there is a realistic prospect of a different 
counterfactual.19  

51. In this case, there is no evidence supporting a different counterfactual, and 
Noble has not put forward arguments in this respect. Therefore, the CMA 
considers the prevailing conditions of competition to be the relevant 
counterfactual. 

Competitive assessment 

52. Horizontal effects can arise in a merger when a firm merges with a competitor 
that previously provided a competitive constraint, potentially allowing the 
merged firm to profitably raise prices unilaterally and/or degrade the quality of 
service offered to its customers compared with what would occur absent the 
merger.20 

53. The CMA considers below evidence on share of supply, the closeness of 
competition between the parties, and the effectiveness of competing suppliers 
in relation to the horizontal overlaps discussed above; namely the supply of 
liquid eggs (free-range and cage), hard-boiled eggs and egg mayonnaise. 

54. The CMA considered competition in egg processing in the UK and assessed 
the following theories of harm: 

(a) horizontal unilateral effects in the supply of free-range liquid egg 
(including in small packs); 

(b) horizontal unilateral effects in the supply of cage liquid egg (including in 
small packs); 

 
 
19 See Merger Assessment Guidelines, paragraph 4.3.5 et seq. 
20 ibid, paragraphs 5.4.1–5.4.12. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/merger-assessment-guidelines
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(c) horizontal unilateral effects in the supply of hard-boiled eggs; and 

(d) horizontal effects in the supply of egg mayonnaise. 

Horizontal issues 

The supply of liquid egg 

Share of supply in free-range liquid egg 

55. The parties both supply liquid eggs using free-range shell eggs with a [varying 
shelf life]. Noble provided estimates of their market shares, on the basis of 
which their combined share of supply is around [20–30]%, with an increment 
of around [0–10]%. 

56. The CMA calculated its own shares of supply on the basis of data submitted 
by Noble and other suppliers. Although these do not provide complete market 
coverage and as such are likely to overestimate the parties’ shares, they are 
likely to be a better representation of supply conditions, since they include 
actual sales data for some of the parties’ competitors. On the basis of these, 
the parties’ combined share of supply of free-range liquid eggs in the UK is 
around [30–40]%, with an increment of around [0–10]%.21 

57. Ready Egg is the next largest supplier, with a share of supply of approxi-
mately [30–40]%. Bumble Hole has a share of supply of around [10–20]% and 
the UK Egg Centre a share of around [10–20]%. Other suppliers have shares 
below 10% (according to the CMA’s estimates).  

Share of supply in cage liquid egg 

58. The parties also overlap in the supply of cage liquid eggs and post-merger the 
combined share of supply of the parties is approximately [20–30]% (increment 
of around [10–20]%) according to Noble’s estimates and around [20–30]% 
according to the CMA’s estimates (increment of [10–20]%). According to the 
CMA’s estimates, the next largest supplier is the UK Egg Centre with 
approximately [20–30]%. Bumble Hole has an estimated share of around [10–
20]%, Ready Egg around [10–20]% and Framptons around [10–20]%. Other 
suppliers have shares below 10%. 

59. According to Noble’s estimates, their combined sales of liquid eggs have 
fallen by around [] since 2009 for both free-range and cage liquid eggs. At 
the same time, the UK production of liquid eggs has remained fairly stable at 

 
 
21 This includes imported liquid egg supplied by firms based in the UK. 
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between 60,000 and 70,000 tonnes a year. This would suggest that even on a 
narrow basis, considering only UK producers of liquid eggs only (thereby 
excluding importers), the parties’ shares of supply have decreased [] over 
this period.22 

Closeness of competition 

60. The majority of third parties said that liquid eggs (and egg products more 
generally) were homogenous, with little opportunity for differentiation between 
products. Therefore most third parties considered the parties’ products to be 
functionally similar. However, several customers noted that they had 
experienced disruptions in the contractual agreement with Manton, such that 
they could not trust its service standards. The CMA asked customers to rank 
the various suppliers of liquid eggs on the basis of their views of suitability as 
a supplier. Customers were asked to assign a rating to each supplier on the 
basis of their strength as an alternative, including their product and service 
offering. The CMA aggregated individual customer ratings to gain a sense of 
the relative strength of the various suppliers of liquid eggs. The results show 
that Noble received a consistently higher ranking than Manton and both 
Ready Egg and Bumble Hole scoring as high as Noble. This suggests that the 
parties were not seen as particularly close alternatives to their customers. 
One customer ranked the parties first and second out of seven bids for its 
recent tender but also pointed to a number of alternative suppliers it could 
use. 

61. Noble provided limited bidding information which showed that they had 
participated in a number of tenders together. Although this did not contain a 
complete picture of other bidders (since Noble could only infer participation if 
the other supplier had been successful), this data suggest that the parties’ 
customers for liquid eggs exercise a significant degree of choice, including 
importers of liquid eggs. For example, the bidding data shows that []. This 
suggests that the parties were not particularly close competitors, in particular 
when set in the context of other evidence received by the CMA, such as third 
party views on the market as described above.  

Constraint from UK suppliers 

62. Post-merger there will be a large number of alternative suppliers of free-range 
and cage liquid egg. The largest supplier, Ready Egg, together with UK Egg 
Centre and Bumble Hole, were consistently cited by customers as viable 

 
 
22 According to the parties, in 2013 they produced around [] of liquid eggs. DEFRA statistics show that for the 
same year, UK production stood at around 62,000 tonnes, meaning that the parties’ share of UK-produced egg 
stood at around [30–40]%. 
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alternative suppliers. Suppliers generally confirmed that they had significant 
spare capacity to expand supply, should customers require further volumes. 
For example, Ready Egg told the CMA that it had around 4,000 tonnes of 
spare capacity available on the basis of current throughput. 

63. In addition, two of the main suppliers of liquid eggs are in the process of 
significantly increasing their capacity. Ready Egg, a UK supplier based in 
Northern Ireland, has invested in new plant in England which will become 
operational in 2014. Its current capacity of around 21,000 tonnes per year will 
be doubled by the new plant. Bumble Hole has also increased its capacity by 
building a new plant which will add an additional 9,000 tonnes of liquid eggs 
per year, bringing its total capacity in excess of 20,000 tonnes per year. 
Furthermore, Glenrath, a Scottish producer of shell egg, informed the CMA 
that it is at an advanced stage of building a new egg progressing plant. 
Glenrath is an integrated business producing its own egg supply.  

64. In addition, two of the main suppliers of liquid eggs are in the process of 
significantly increasing their capacity. Ready Egg, a UK supplier based in 
Northern Ireland, has internal documents provided by Noble that suggest it 
considered that [] and [] would be applying significant competitive 
constraint and driving for volumes. 

Constraints from imports 

65. Noble submitted that in 2007 the CC found that even with a high combined 
share of supply of 55% in the supply of liquid eggs between Stonegate 
Farmers Limited and Deans Food Group Limited, the threat by customers to 
switch even substantial proportions of their requirements to imported liquid 
eggs or to other UK suppliers, in response to any attempted price increase by 
the merging parties, was sufficient for the CC not to expect a substantial 
lessening of competition in that case.23 

66. Noble further submitted that since the CC’s 2007 Stonegate/Deans report, UK 
imports of egg products have further increased and now comprise 42% of all 
UK sales of egg products.24 This was largely corroborated by figures 
published by DEFRA and third parties. []25 

67. Third parties generally confirmed that imports were a viable alternative to UK 
processed liquid eggs. Several customers said that for some of their onward 
customers, imports were not an alternative, since they had a preference for or 

 
 
23 CC Stonegate/Deans report, paragraph 6.91. 
24 The parties submitted that imports were 2.3 million cases a year in 2005, while in 2013 these were 3.4 million 
cases. 
25 [] 
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had requested UK-origin liquid egg. Several customers told the CMA that they 
had received bids from a number of importers, including some without a UK 
presence, and some of these had been successful in winning tenders. Others 
said that while they had not used imported liquid egg in the past, they would 
consider its use in the event of a small increase in the price of liquid egg. 
These submissions corroborate the CC Stonegate/Deans report, which found 
that the potential for both demand- and supply-side substitution to imports 
exerted a significant constraint on the UK supply of liquid egg. 

Third party views 

68. The majority of customers did not raise any significant concerns. Three 
customers said that the merger would result in significantly less competition 
and result in an increase in prices, although two of these customers cited 
Bumble Hole, Ready Egg, and UK Egg Centre as viable alternatives. One of 
the customers that raised concerns also said that it does not trust Manton as 
a viable supplier. 

69. A number of competitors responded to the CMA and none raised any 
significant concerns regarding the merger, noting that the merger could 
increase competition by creating a strong competitor. Furthermore they noted 
that spare capacity and imports meant that the merger did not alter 
competitive conditions significantly. 

70. The CMA received concerns from two customers in relation to the supply of 
liquid eggs in small packs from 1 kg bags to 10 kg packs. The customers who 
raised this issue did not intimate that these were strong concerns but pointed 
to a reduction in the number of suppliers producing liquid eggs in small packs. 
[]. 

71. Competitors confirmed to the CMA that most, if not all, suppliers of liquid eggs 
sell liquid eggs in a variety of small packs.  

72. Most suppliers of small pack liquid eggs also have excess capacity that would 
cover the concerned customers’ needs. For example, one of the concerned 
customers said that it requires around 50 tonnes a year of liquid eggs in small 
packs. One competitor told the CMA that it currently has around [5–10,000] 
tonnes of spare capacity a year and could switch production from bulk to 
small pack liquid eggs without any additional cost. Another competitor told the 
CMA that it has an output in small pack liquid eggs of around [5–10,000] 
tonnes a year but could easily increase production to [20–30,000] tonnes a 
year. The evidence therefore suggests that post-merger there will remain a 
large number of competitors who supply liquid eggs in small packs, with some 
having significant spare capacity. 
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Conclusion on liquid egg 

73. The CMA considers that there are at least three other viable alternative 
suppliers remaining in the market with significant current spare capacity. 
Customers do not view the parties as being particularly close competitors, 
which is supported by the bidding data available to the CMA. Furthermore, a 
number of customers told the CMA that imported liquid eggs are a good 
option and some customers confirmed that they had invited suppliers from 
abroad to bid for tenders and some had won contracts. This is supported by 
the parties’ internal documents. These considerations apply to both free-range 
and cage liquid eggs. 

74. For customers requiring small packs the CMA found that sufficient competition 
will remain after the merger. 

75. On the basis of the evidence available, the CMA, therefore, considers that 
there is no realistic prospect of a substantial lessening of competition for the 
supply of free-range and cage liquid eggs. 

The supply of hard-boiled eggs 

Share of supply 

76. Noble provided its estimates of market shares for the supply of hard-boiled 
eggs according to which the parties do not overlap in the supply of free-range 
hard-boiled eggs and in cage hard-boiled eggs the combined share is 
relatively low.26 The parties’ combined share of supply in hard-boiled eggs 
(both free-range and cage) is around [20–30]% with a small increment from 
Manton of around [0–10]%. The merger does not change NEI’s pre-merger 
position as the second largest supplier of hard-boiled eggs. 

77. Noble submitted that prior to the merger, Noble’s EPD business outsourced 
its hard-boiled eggs production to Fresh-Pak, following rationalisation of the 
business. However, Manton’s site at Gainsborough (part of the assets 
acquired by NEI) produces hard-boiled eggs. 

Constraints in hard-boiled eggs 

78. Post-merger the largest supplier will remain Fresh-Pak with a share of supply 
of hard-boiled eggs (both free-range and cage) of around [20–30]%, followed 
by the parties and then Bumble Hole ([10–20]%) Nive/PAP ([0–10]%), Ready 

 
 
26 On the basis of these, the parties have a combined share of supply of free-range hard-boiled eggs of around 
[50–60]% (no increment) and around [10–20]% for cage hard-boiled eggs(increment of around [0–10]%). 
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Egg ([0–10]%), UK Egg Centre ([0–10]%), Just Egg ([0–10]%), Oasters ([0–
10]%) and Fridays.27 Post-merger there will remain eight alternative suppliers 
of hard-boiled eggs. 

79. Furthermore, a number of competitors confirmed that they operate at 
significant spare capacity. Two competitors confirmed to the CMA that they 
are currently operating with around []% and []% spare capacity 
respectively. In addition, []. 

80. Furthermore, competitors who source egg from Continental Europe are also a 
strong constraint on the UK suppliers. One competitor cited the UK Egg 
Centre and Nive/PAP as an example of such constraint. Another competitor 
also confirmed that it buys its shell egg for hard-boiled eggs from both the UK 
and Continental Europe with the European supply representing around 80% 
of its requirements. 

Third party views 

81. The CMA did not receive any concerns from competitors and one concern out 
of seven responses from customers. The concerned customer raised the 
issue of a reduced capacity in hard-boiled eggs but also suggested that 
imports are a good option. The CMA has heard from a number of competitors 
who confirmed that they currently have spare capacity in the production of 
hard-boiled eggs (see above). Another customer suggested that the price of 
hard-boiled eggs may even decrease given that pre-merger Noble outsourced 
its hard-boiled eggs production and had no volume of its own but has now 
acquired Manton’s hard-boiled eggs production facility at Gainsborough. 

Conclusion on hard-boiled eggs 

82. Post-merger the parties’ combined share of supply is not sufficiently large to 
raise prima facie concerns on horizontal unilateral effects. Fresh-Pak, from 
whom NEI was outsourcing its hard-boiled eggs production pre-merger, is the 
largest supplier with around [20–30]% share of supply. Post-merger, there will 
remain around eight other suppliers some of whom having significant spare 
capacity. In addition, there appears to be a significant constraint from 
importers of egg products, including from UK Egg Centre and Nive/PAP. 

83. The CMA did not receive any significant concerns from third parties in relation 
to the supply of hard-boiled eggs. 

 
 
27 The CMA was unable to obtain market share information for Fridays Limited. 
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84. On the basis of the evidence available, the CMA, therefore, considers that 
there is no realistic prospect of a substantial lessening of competition for the 
supply of hard-boiled eggs. 

The supply of egg mayonnaise 

85. The parties both outsource their production of egg mayonnaise to other 
suppliers. Noble estimated that the parties’ combined share of free-range egg 
mayonnaise is around [10–20]% (no increment) and around [0–10]% for cage 
egg mayonnaise (increment of around [0–10]%). The parties’ estimated 
combined share of supply for egg mayonnaise (both free-range and cage) is 
around [10–20]% with an increment from Manton of around [0–10]%. The 
CMA considers that competition concerns are unlikely to arise as a result of 
the merger with such small accretions to the parties’ combined share. 

86. Moreover, the CMA has identified a number of competitors. The largest 
supplier of egg mayonnaise is Fresh-Pak with an estimated share of supply of 
around [60–70]%. Other suppliers include Oasters ([0–10]%), Nive/PAP ([0–
10]%), and Just Egg ([0–10]%).  

87. In addition, customers also mentioned Bumble Hole, Ready Egg, Freshway 
and Calder Foods Limited as alternative suppliers of egg mayonnaise.28 Third 
parties did not raise any concerns in relation to the supply of egg mayonnaise 
and confirmed that imported egg mayonnaise is a suitable substitute with one 
customer confirming that it currently uses both UK and European sourced egg 
mayonnaise. 

88. On the basis of the evidence available, the CMA considers that there is no 
realistic prospect of a substantial lessening of competition for the supply of 
egg mayonnaise. 

Barriers to entry and expansion 

89. Entry, or expansion of existing firms, can mitigate the initial effect of the 
acquisition on competition, and in some cases may mean that there is no 
SLC. In assessing whether entry or expansion might prevent a substantial 
lessening of competition, the CMA considers whether such entry or expansion 
would be timely, likely and sufficient. In terms of timeliness, the CMA’s 
guidelines indicate that the CMA will look for entry to occur within two years.29  

 
 
28 The CMA was unable to obtain share of supply data for these suppliers. 
29 Merger Assessment Guidelines, paragraph 5.8.1 ff.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/merger-assessment-guidelines
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90. Noble submitted that there is a large manufacturing capability in the UK for 
liquid and hard-boiled eggs and an even larger capability in Continental 
Europe for liquid egg, hard-boiled eggs and egg powder. Noble further 
submitted that barriers to entry are low for a supplier wishing to supply the 
wholesale market the parties serve. Noble gave the UK Egg Centre as an 
example which was established a few years ago by establishing an office and 
then importing a variety of different egg products from Continental Europe. 

91. On the issue of expansion, two established UK suppliers, Ready Egg and 
Bumble Hole, have embarked on a significant expansion programme that will 
be operational in 2014. Ready Egg, currently based in Northern Ireland, is at 
an advanced stage of building a new plant in Derbyshire in the UK, doubling 
its current capacity. Bumble Hole completed its new plant in July 2014 further 
increasing its capacity. Moreover, Glenrath, an established UK egg producer, 
is in the process of building a new egg processing plant in Scotland as a new 
entrant. Glenrath confirmed that the plant will be operational in late 2014. 

92. Given that no significant competition concerns arise, the CMA does not 
consider it necessary to conclude on barriers to entry and expansion. 

Third party views  

93. The CMA contacted 36 customers, 13 competitors and 10 suppliers. The 
CMA received responses from 16 customers, 11 competitors and one 
supplier. 

94. Third party comments have been taken into account where appropriate in the 
competitive assessment above. One egg packer raised concerns about NGL’s 
dominance in the supply of shell eggs to retailers submitting that NGL has 
around []% of the UK Shell Egg market. The CMA considered these 
concerns and concluded that the issues raised were not specific to the merger 
under consideration given that the parties do not overlap in the supply of shell 
egg to retailers. 

Decision 

95. Consequently, the CMA does not believe that it is or may be the case that the 
merger has resulted or may be expected to result in an SLC within a market 
or markets in the UK. 

96. This merger will therefore not be referred under section 22(1) of the Act. 
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