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Do not underestimate the Walloons. The No vote by the francophone region of southern Belgium to 

the EU-Canada trade agreement is neither a cry for help nor an effort in rent extraction. They simply 

do not want it. A combination of EU voting rules and the Belgian constitution allows this rather small 

European province to cast an effective veto. I applaud them. 

 

The Walloons want Ceta renegotiated. If Canada refuses, as the Canadian government said it would, 

then we have to consider that Ceta could fail for good — a possibility that virtually no one in Brussels 

dares contemplate in public. 

The Walloons first rejected Ceta in April. With the usual arrogance, the European institutions 

dismissed the vote of the Wallonian parliament as an insignificant local problem. Over the past two 

weeks, the Walloons have said No another three times. It is not clear what part of the No the EU 

authorities did not understand, but their reaction has always been to try to patronise the Walloons 

into submission. The commission faxed more and more pages of clarifications to Namur, more 

voluminous than the original treaties, and progressively harder to understand. 

The Walloons rejected Ceta out of a combination of domestic politics and genuine disagreement with 

the agreement itself. The prime minister of Wallonia, Paul Magnette, is a former professor of 

European politics at the Free University of Brussels who wrote his doctoral dissertation on the 

subject of European citizenship. 

 

Mr Magnette is not your average local politician. He knows better than most that defiance of 

modern-style trade agreements is a vote winner, and that centre-right and social democrat parties 

are losing everywhere in Europe because of their addiction to these agreements. The problem with 

modern-day trade deals like Ceta is that they are no longer primarily about trade. Ceta also reduces 

tariffs on a few agricultural goods, such as maple syrup. But the economically most important bits are 

those on investment. And this is what makes it politically sensitive. 

The overriding problem with Ceta is the proposed creation of arbitration tribunals, with judges 

funded by the EU and Canada, that are not part of any country’s legal system. Ceta establishes a 

parallel legal universe for multinational investors. If you want to provoke anti-globalisation protests, 

this is the way to go. For an economy the size of the EU, a trade deal with an economically 

insignificant North American economy is simply not worth that massive risk. Ceta should have been 

negotiated as a much less ambitious trade agreement that could easily have been passed by EU’s 

institutions without any need for national ratification. 



Will the Walloons relent? I do not believe that they will easily be bought off by some pork-barrel 

spending from Brussels. Mr Magnette and his francophone Socialists have more to gain by forcing a 

renegotiation of Ceta or by allowing the deal to collapse. 

For the EU, the Ceta debacle is serious. I can think of the following implications: 

1. Ceta is dead in its current form — but can be revived if the treaty provisions for investor tribunals 

are changed — or if the ambition of the treaty is scaled down. 

2. The Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), an even more extensive trade and 

investment deal in the final round of negotiation between the European Commission and the Obama 

administration, is dead. 

3. The only deals the EU can reliably strike in the future are those that lie inside the EU’s own 

competence of trade only. Jean-Claude Juncker, the commission president, wanted Ceta to be 

approved in the usual fast-track fashion, but the European Council of member states insisted on 

national ratification. Mr Juncker’s instincts were right, though I doubt it would have been legally 

possible. The problem is that the agreement exceeded the EU’s narrow competences. 

4. The EU will not be able to negotiate a bilateral free-trade agreement with the UK post-Brexit. A UK 

deal with the EU would be even more wide-ranging than Canada’s. It would include sections on 

financial services that would almost certainly be blocked by someone — not only Wallonia. Britain’s 

best chance to reach a trade agreement with the EU is to fold as much as possible into the Article 50 

negotiations, which would constitute a quasi-fast-track procedure that circumvents lengthy 

ratification. 

5. The fundamental problem with the EU these days is that it needs a federal state structure simply in 

order to exert its basic functions. The EU 28 is a dysfunctional mess in virtually everything it does. 

The eurozone is stuck in a perma-crisis. The EU is pathetically weak towards Vladimir Putin, the 

Russian president, and largely absent in Syria. Now we know that it cannot even do trade deals. 

 

My overall conclusion is that the next phase of European integration — which will happen eventually 

— will have to be preceded by a period of disintegration. Brexit was only the start. 
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