Siemens fined €201m for bribery
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Siemens was fined €201m ($284m) by a German court last night over a bribery scandal in its telecommunications unit.

It is the first of a series of rulings expected from regulators, which could end up costing Europe's largest engineering group billions.

The fine by the Munich district court marks the first punishment for the German conglomerate for what senior directors have called a "systematic" approach to bribery. Probes have been launched across other divisions and by regulators including the US Securities and Exchange Commission.

Siemens also agreed to pay tax authorities €179m - largely covered by a €168m charge that it has already taken - to compensate for €450m in non-deductible payments it falsely booked.

The payments mark the end of the German investigation into Siemens over bribery at the telecommunications unit as the group waived its right to appeal.

Peter Löscher, chief executive since July, said: "Siemens accepts full responsibility in this matter.

"We have no tolerance for illegal conduct, and we respond to violations with clear consequences."

Directors said internal investigators have examined about €1.5bn in suspicious payments since the beginning of the 1990s.

But only a minority of those payments could have been illegal, they added, because more than half of them occurred before the laws changed.

Analysts said that while the German decision was important, the stance of the SEC and Department of Justice in the US would be crucial to the overall financial impact for Siemens. Several analysts believe Siemens could be looking at a fine of more than €1bn.

German regional prosecutors are also investigating alleged bribery in Siemens' power generation unit, and separately whether the group illegally helped finance a rival to its main trade union.

Authorities in the US, Italy, Switzerland and Liechtenstein are also investigating, while Siemens faces antitrust probes in other countries.

Several former senior officials are also under investigation, including Heinz-Joachim Neubürger, former chief financial officer; Karl-Hermann Baumann, former chairman; and several former management board members. The scandal led to the early departures, announced in April, of Siemens' chief executive and chairman. All deny any wrongdoing.

