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COMPLETED ACQUISITION BY SONOCO PRODUCTS COMPANY 
OF WEIDENHAMMER PACKAGING GROUP GmbH 

Summary of provisional findings report 

Notified: 29 May 2015 

1. On 27 January 2015, the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) referred 

the completed acquisition by Sonoco Products Company (Sonoco) of 

Weidenhammer Packaging Group GmbH (Weidenhammer) (the Transaction) 

for an in-depth (phase 2) merger inquiry. The CMA is required to address the 

following questions: 

(a) whether a relevant merger situation has been created; and 

(b) if so, whether the creation of that situation has resulted, or may be 

expected to result, in a substantial lessening of competition (SLC) within 

any market or markets in the UK for goods or services.1 

2. Sonoco is a US corporation and manufacturer of industrial and consumer 

packaging products and provider of packaging services. Sonoco’s UK 

subsidiary for consumer packaging is Sonoco Limited (Sonoco UK) with UK 

plants in Chesterfield and Manchester.  

3. Weidenhammer is a German company that manufactures and supplies 

consumer packaging products. Weidenhammer’s UK subsidiary is 

Weidenhammer UK Limited (Weidenhammer UK) with one UK plant in 

Bradford. 

4. Sonoco and Weidenhammer (the parties) overlap in the production of 

composite cans. These are supplied to customers for packaging both food 

and non-food products. 

5. Sonoco completed its acquisition of Weidenhammer on 31 October 2014. 

Sonoco told us that the rationale for the acquisition was to enhance Sonoco’s 

consumer packaging presence in Europe, and to leverage Weidenhammer’s 

engineering technology and capabilities. Sonoco also stated that it would 

benefit from the technical expertise, facilities and personnel in place at 

 

 
1 Enterprise Act 2002 (the Act), section 35. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2002/40/section/35
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Weidenhammer, which would enable it to fulfil a recently obtained contract 

efficiently without having to build a new plant. 

6. Weidenhammer told us that a combination of personal and business reasons, 

particularly following the loss of a significant European contract, led to the 

sale of the global Weidenhammer company. 

Counterfactual 

7. We expect that, in the absence of the merger, Weidenhammer would have 

continued to operate at the same or a similar competitive level in the supply of 

composite cans for both food and non-food use in the UK as it had done 

before the merger. We consider it likely that, having reviewed expected 

changes to its financial results over the next two to three years, 

Weidenhammer UK would have been able to meet its financial obligations and 

therefore that it would not have exited the supply of composite cans in the UK 

for reasons of financial failure. Nor, in the light of that projected future 

performance, do we consider that there are sufficient grounds to conclude that 

Weidenhammer would have closed its UK operations, which are at its 

Bradford plant, for strategic reasons, in the absence of the merger. 

8. We provisionally conclude that even if Sonoco closed its Manchester plant in 

the absence of the merger, most of the Manchester capacity would have been 

moved to the Sonoco Chesterfield plant, and therefore the supply conditions 

would have been similar to the prevailing conditions at the time of the merger, 

albeit with a slight decrease in capacity. We have therefore considered the 

competitive effects of the merger against a counterfactual that assumes that 

the global Sonoco and Weidenhammer merger did not take place, and where 

Weidenhammer is continuing to operate the Bradford plant in competition with 

Sonoco. 

Market definition 

9. The purpose of market definition in a merger inquiry is to provide a framework 

for the analysis of the competitive effects of the merger. We provisionally 

conclude that there are two relevant markets to consider: composite cans2 for 

food use in the UK, and composite cans for non-food use in the UK. 

Nevertheless, in our assessment of the competitive effects of the merger we 

have considered competitive constraints from outside the scope of the 

 

 
2 Composite cans are rigid containers with closures on each end, in which the walls of the container are made up 
of layers of paper-based materials and other materials, which are selected to give the container the physical 
properties (such as rigidity and moisture barrier) required for the product to be packaged. 
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markets, including the possibility of constraints from alternative packaging 

formats, from imports and from other constraints. 

Competitive assessment – composite cans for food use 

10. Total revenues in the UK from sales of composite cans for food use were 

[£30–40 million] in 2014 and were declining. Before the merger, the parties 

overlapped in three diameters of composite cans for food use and were the 

two largest suppliers of such cans, with a high market share post-merger. The 

evidence we have received from customers and our own analysis therefore 

suggests that the starting point for the assessment of the impact of the merger 

on competition should be that the parties were close actual competitors for 

many customers and were also close potential competitors where there was 

no existing direct overlap of diameter.  

11. However, evidence from parties and third parties suggested that there were 

additional constraints on the parties before the merger. This evidence is 

consistent with our margin analysis and some of the tender analysis. 

12. We recognise that these other potential competitive constraints on the parties 

include existing competitors, imports, alternative packaging formats, entry or 

expansion and countervailing buyer power.  

13. We observed that the likely effects of the merger vary by customer, given 

differing sizes and volumes of composite cans required, differing abilities to 

switch to alternative packaging and differing abilities to sponsor entry or self-

supply. We have therefore considered the potential range of options available 

to different customers and the competitive constraints these would impose on 

the merged entity.  

Other UK composite can suppliers 

14. We provisionally conclude that for ‘smaller’3 customers there is likely to be a 

competitive constraint on the merged entity from existing suppliers of 

composite cans for food use in the UK. . 

15. On the evidence currently provided to us we provisionally conclude that it is 

likely that existing competitors are currently not able to provide an effective 

 

 
3 Customers spending less than £100,000 a year are regarded as ‘smaller’ for the purposes of our assessment. 
While the size of purchases affected customers’ options, we recognised that other factors, including the 
characteristics of the can purchased, also affected their ability to use alternative sources of supply. 
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constraint on the merged parties for the supply of larger volumes of composite 

cans for food use.4  

16. We therefore considered other options available to customers, such as 

imports and alternative packaging formats, as well as entry or expansion 

(including sponsored entry and self-supply by customers) and the extent to 

which this might provide larger customers with countervailing buyer power.  

Imports 

17. There is some evidence that imports of composite cans into the UK are 

feasible, but the evidence from third parties and the transport cost data we 

have received suggests that a material price increase in the UK would be 

needed for imports to be a credible alternative supply of composite cans for 

food use. Sonoco and Weidenhammer import composite cans into the UK, but 

we have received only limited evidence of other suppliers doing so. We note 

that one composite can producer is considering supplying the UK market for 

composite cans for food use by importing from continental Europe, but we do 

not consider this to be strong evidence of an immediate competitive constraint 

on the merged parties posed by imports. 

18. We therefore provisionally find that it is likely that imports currently provide a 

limited element of competitive constraint on the merged parties, although 

indications are that imports might be expected to have a greater role in the 

future. We considered the potential for overseas suppliers to establish 

production facilities in the UK when assessing the potential entry of new 

suppliers to the UK. 

Alternative packaging formats 

19. Trends in the consumer packaging industry are towards alternative formats, 

particularly rigid plastics and flexible packaging, and these are reflected in the 

declining sales of composite cans and the fact that new products tend not to 

adopt the composite can format. Many products that were previously in 

composite cans are now, wholly or partly, in alternative packaging formats. It 

seems, from the evidence we have seen, that a number of larger customers 

can constrain pricing in composite cans in the UK through the option of a 

switch to alternative forms of packaging; for example, we note the recent 

decisions of some customers to switch away from composite cans, despite 

either a long history of using the format or previously expressed views that 

switching would not be appropriate, and also an instance of a larger 

 

 
4 Although we note that at least two larger customers have been looking into alternative suppliers since the 
merger was announced. 
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customer’s threat to switch to plastics securing for that customer a substantial 

discount from the UK composite can supplier concerned. 

20. We also note the increasing interest of customers in switching to in-line 

paperboard containers where the container is formed in the customer’s 

packing line. Although this is an alternative format of packaging, the 

packaging produced can closely resemble composite cans.  

21. We provisionally conclude that it is likely that the credible threat to switch to 

alternative packaging formats is a competitive constraint on the merged entity 

for some, but not all, customers, and that the industry trends suggest that over 

time customers may be increasingly able to switch to alternative packaging 

formats. The ability of the merged entity to charge higher prices to customers 

less likely to switch to alternative formats may have some impact, and 

therefore alternative packaging is a stronger constraint for some customers 

than others. 

Entry or expansion into the UK composite can market 

22. We provisionally conclude that, for some customers, it is likely that sponsored 

entry (which lessens the entry cost and risk to new suppliers of high volume 

lines) would be a credible alternative to the merged parties, thus imposing a 

competitive threat, and could be considered timely, likely and sufficient.  

23. In particular, we have received evidence that a continental European supplier 

is actively considering expanding into the UK market for composite cans for 

food use through establishing a UK presence 

24. For a few customers with sufficient volumes, self-supply may also be a 

credible option, as evidenced by recent developments, although we note that 

few customers expressed an interest in this option, or required sufficient 

volumes of cans to make this option viable. 

25. It is also our view that other customers, while not being able to sponsor entry 

directly, could benefit indirectly from a new sponsored plant established in the 

UK, which would be likely to provide an additional source of supply of 

composite cans beyond that required by the sponsoring customer. 

26. We note that imports may also become a more credible option in the longer 

term, although the transport cost disadvantages discussed earlier would still 

apply. We therefore do not consider this to be as likely a competitive 

constraint as sponsored entry or self-supply. 
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Countervailing buyer power 

27. It is our preliminary view that some larger customers, where they have a 

credible alternative option, have an element of countervailing buyer power 

that is likely to act as a competitive constraint on the merged entity. 

Preliminary assessment 

28. In summary, notwithstanding the post-merger market position of the merged 

entity, the available evidence indicates that there exists a range of alternative 

options available to customers. These include constraints from other 

composite can suppliers (for smaller customers), from the credible threat of 

switching to alternative packaging formats, from the possibility of entry into the 

supply of composite cans for food use in the UK (particularly through some 

form of sponsored entry), and the possibility of self-supply. Although the 

evidence suggests that the viability and suitability of the different options will 

vary by customer, it seems likely that, taken together, these constraints 

provide customers with credible options to switch away from the merged 

entity. In the light of these factors, along with a mutual dependence between 

suppliers and larger customers and the protection offered by long-term 

contracts, we provisionally conclude that the merger has not resulted, and 

may not be expected to result, in an SLC in the supply of composite cans for 

food use. 

Competitive assessment – composite cans for non-food use 

29. The increment in market share in the supply of composite cans for non-food 

use due to the merger is small (less than 1% in 2014). In addition to this, the 

parties will continue to face competition from four suppliers of composite cans 

for non-food use, all of which have larger market shares than the merging 

parties.  

30. This evidence, and the fact that none of the customers expressed concerns 

regarding the merger, led us to conclude provisionally that the merger has not 

resulted, and may not be expected to result, in an SLC in the supply of 

composite cans for non-food use in the UK. 

Provisional finding 

31. We provisionally conclude that the merger has not resulted, and may not be 

expected to result, in an SLC in the UK markets for composite cans for food 

use and composite cans for non-food use. 


