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ALEXIS WALCKIERS

Alexis Walckiers has become one of
Belgium’s leading specialists in market
regulation and competition.
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Alexis Walckiers' career is that of
a man who seeks to understand
and explain the world around
him. After more than 10 years on
university campuses, he is now
keeping an eye on the smooth
running of the markets...

I I hroughout my career, |'ve let myself
be guided by the encounters and
chances life offers. I've learned to
seize the opportunities that came
my way... sometimes by instinct

— like when I'm cooking. But I'm really happy with

the path I've followed!" And, let's be honest, Alexis

Walckiers' academic career doesn't exactly follow

a straight line... veering from physics to philosophy

before finally setting a firm course on economics.

Since then he's become one of Belgium’'s leading

specialists in market regulation and competition.

Growing up in the heart of Brussels' southern muni-
cipality, the first years of the Belgian Competition
Authority’'s future Chief Economist were exactly
what you might expect... | was a real little Uccle
boy", he smiles. "After a spell at the Dutch-speaking
Sint-Jozefschool, | studied humanities at the Uccle
Atheneum.” At the same time, Alexis became a keen
golfer and frequented the Royal Léopold Club - the
famous (for those living in Brussels at least) Léo —
where he played tennis. "To complete the picture, |
was a scout with the Belgian Lonescouts..." He led a
rather tranquil youth that took him to the benches of
the University. Which path to follow? Well, let's just
say that the competition was tough...

His own preference was for philosophy — in order
to understand the world around him. "My parents
weren't too keen. Coming from a family of Solvay
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the markets...
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Chief Economist in my academic career because it was
with the Belgian he who persuaded me to do a master's.
Competition And it was he too who supervised my
Authority doctoral thesis." The third key moment

occurred during his PhD at ECARES (the
Eco Sciences 2000 ULB's European Center for Advanced

Research in Economics and Statistics).
"The ambience there was very interna-
tional. A real window on the world and |
made the most of it, especially through
some wonderful acquaintances | made
there.”

TEACHING IS AN EXCELLENT
WAY OF CONTINUING TO / &
MASTER THE FUNDAMENTALS OF ‘E,? ,
ECONOMICS e

graduates (ed. note: his grandfather, mother and
uncle), | could tell that they weren't exactly overjoyed
by this choice, so | started by studying physics.” And
this worked, because he was successful. However,
he decided to stop at that point and embark on
philosophy. "I still had this desire to understand
my environment... But to fulfil my parents’ wish, |
doubled up with Economic Sciences at the ULB."
And that was the start of a great love story...

"At the start, | couldn’t say that it enthralled me.
| was really more involved with student life, still keen
to get to grips with the world. The student delega-
tion was my passion, almost to the point of turning
it into an occupation.” But during the last year of his
degree, something clicked. "Writing my dissertation
under Frangoise Thys-Clément, | realised that eco-
nomics really was the subject for me and | became
assistant to Mathias Dewatripont (ed. note: see his
portrait in issue 51). This was an important encounter
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| AM CONTINUALLY
MOVING FROM ONE
SECTOR TO ANOTHER...

With a very keen interest in life on campus,
Alexis then started work on a doctoral thesis
about the management of universities and,

in particular, the coexistence of research
and teaching within the same institution. "My
initial idea gained momentum, only to turn
into another topic. On the advice of Mathias
Dewatripont, among others, | decided to
focus on an in-depth analysis of the scienti-
fic publishing market." He completed his PhD
at the University of Toulouse, before heading
to Oxford to become a consultant at Oxera,
a firm specialising in the financial regulation
of the markets. "I honed my skills as a specia-
list in competition. A very valuable experience
but, with the financial crisis, the Brussels office
that I'd joined fell from 7 to 3 employees, inclu-
ding... me." In spite of all this, feeling a change
in the wind, Alexis set off in a new direction...

. and became the first Chief Economist to the
Belgian Competition Authority. "l applied and... they
took me on! Then | was seconded to the office of
Johan Vande Lanotte, the Minister for Economic
Affairs, with a clear objective: reforming the insti-
tution!” A challenge that he seized with both hands
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and which, in 2013, led to the creation
of a totally independent body. "Carrying
out reforms of this scale in the public
sector requires an enormous invest-
ment. When you set your mind to chan-
ging an institutional body, you soon
come up against a number of obstacles.
But that's also what makes it so thril-
ling!" It's an ambitious project that he's
confronting head on, along with one of
his other key interests: teaching. "It's an
excellent way of continuing to master
the fundamentals of economics. And
the interaction with the students is
extremely rewarding too."

Firmly installed in his office in the heart
of Brussels, Alexis Walckiers seems
to be thriving in his role as "‘compe-
tition guardian”. With good reason,
as the challenges facing the Belgian
Competition Authority are often crucial
to the smooth running of the markets
and the Belgian economy in general.
And there's the "consumer protection”
aspect too. "I am continually moving
from one sector to another. Today, it's
the pharmaceutical industry, tomorrow
cinema or telecoms. And each time |
have to immerse myself in the sector
in order to understand what its main
drivers are.” Which is ideal for someone
who has always wanted to grasp the
different facets of the world around
him. But for this new father, there’'s one
sector where there's no competition
at all — his love for his little daughter
Marina...
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