
CMA Economist clashes with Facebook official over digital regulation 

Janith Aranze 
14 June 2021 
 
The UK’s chief competition economist has rejected an assertion from a Facebook 
official that proposed regulation of digital platforms in Europe could decrease 
consumer welfare. 

Mike Walker, chief economist at the UK’s Competition and Markets Authority, said it 
is “frankly bizarre” to suggest that consumer welfare is not included in the debate 
around digital regulation, as “there is a bunch of evidence that consumers are being 
harmed by some of the behaviours we are seeing from some of the platforms”. 

Walker was responding to comments made by Eliana Garces, director of economic 
policy at Facebook, during a Concurrences webinar on Friday. 

Garces claimed the EU’s draft Digital Markets Act, as well as proposals in 
the UK and recent amendments to Germany’s competition law, lack proportionality. 
Certain measures contained in the proposals – such as unbundling, interoperability 
requirements, or data access – could destroy innovation and be counterproductive, 
she said. 
Garces said the current regulatory proposals are “problematic” as they are 
unpredictable and rely on novel concepts that have not been tested or properly 
defined. This “makes it very difficult for companies to understand what is going to 
happen once the proposals are adopted,” she said. 

Concepts such as gatekeepers, core platform services or self-preferencing are not 
used in economics or the regulatory world, Garces noted. “They have surfaced in a 
series of reports but not properly analysed.” 

“These concepts do not translate into business realities and so they do not map into 
the business,” she said. 

The objective of regulation is to better serve users, but the mechanisms proposed are 
“presumed to work with a level of generality that is not tested or not supported by 
evidence or even theoretical analysis”, Garces said. 



She conceded that the UK and German approaches are better than the DMA 
because they are less prescriptive and allow a “closer assessment” into a platform’s 
conduct. “The DMA needs to very much improve the component of dialogue and 
flexibility in order to meet that standard.” 

“I would want to see universally applicable principles and a much higher focus on 
user experience,” Garces said. 

In response, Walker said there is a danger that consumer welfare is being lost in the 
debate, “but not in the direction you think”. 

He said there is uncertainty as to just how much innovation is lost as a result of the 
“entrenched positions of the platforms”. “My reading of the economic literature is that 
it’s competition that drives innovation, not monopolies.” 

Competition authorities always have to deal with uncertainty but have often shied 
away from dealing with it to the detriment of consumers, Walker said. 

Remaining inactive and conducting more research is not a neutral choice, but a 
“consumer damaging” one, he added. 

Walker and Garces spoke alongside Andreas Mundt, president of Germany’s Federal 
Cartel Office; Inge Bernaerts, director of policy and strategy at the European 
Commission’s Directorate-General for Competition; Laurence Bary, a partner at 
Dechert in Paris; Giuseppe Colangelo, associate professor of law and economics at 
the University of Basilicata; and Cristina Caffarra, senior consultant at Charles Rivers 
Associates. 

The panel was moderated by Frédéric Jenny, chair of the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development’s competition committee. 
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