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New Book About the World Bank’s Transparency Brings Into Question
 Its Ability to Help the Poor 

           WASHINGTON, D.C.  – The global financial crisis that escalated in 2008 endangers one and a half billion people who currently live in abject poverty.  Estimates from key development institutions suggest the economic contraction will push as many as 100 million more people into poverty.  Rich countries believe it is critical to target financial resources to poor countries on the verge of economic collapse through key lending institutions such as the World Bank.  A newly released book about the Bank, however, questions whether the institution is capable of effectively implementing new aid initiatives and reducing poverty. 

          The World Bank Unveiled: Inside the Revolutionary Struggle for Transparency, written by a former Bank researcher, examines the inner workings of the organization and concludes the Bank’s ability to promote development and reduce poverty has been marginalized since 9/11 and the start of the war on terrorism.   The World Bank Unveiled also suggests a series of reforms that can improve the Bank’s ability to fight poverty.  “The Bank’s has critical systemic flaws that mitigate its impact on development and poverty reduction,” said David Shaman, the book’s author.  “Donor countries worry that the Bank’ lending has not been effective.  Borrower countries feel strangled by conditions the Bank sets for its loans.  And, civil society representatives believe the institution is not transparent enough and is not held accountable for its mistakes.”

          In April 2009, the G-20 (a coalition of rich nations comprising the G-7 as well as larger emerging market nations such as Russia, China and Brazil) met in London to discuss reforming the global financial markets.  Out of those meetings came an agreement that more than $1 trillion in funds would be channeled through the Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to stave off financial collapses in the poorest and most vulnerable countries.  Shaman contends the infusion of new capital to the Bank does not resolve long-standing issues that undermine the institution’s effectiveness.

“The development paradigm is shifting because of the global financial crisis,” Shaman said.  “Following the terrorist attacks of 2001, the donor community pledged to significantly increase their assistance to the developing world.  At Monterrey in 2002, the world’s largest donors signed commitments to increase aid to 0.7% of their gross national income.  Again, in 2005 in Scotland, the rich nations said they would increase aid levels.  Unfortunately, the promises have been empty and these donors, and particularly the U.S., have not come close to living up to their agreements.  The vast majority of foreign aid is spent on fighting terrorism rather than reducing poverty.  As a result, there is widespread acknowledgement that the Millennium Development Goals (targets the UN established for poverty reduction in 2002) will not be met by the target date of 2015,” he said. 

Shaman suggests the Bank has not been an effective advocate in pressuring the rich donors to meet their commitments or to increase aid levels further.  “When shareholders and stakeholders alike remained skeptical, it was not possible for the Bank to make the case that aid levels should increase in the post-9/11 environment,” Shaman said.  “For all intents and purposes, the Bank had been relegated to the sidelines in a secondary role while the war of terrorism took precedence over the war on global poverty.  The sad irony is that most experts believe the underlying causes of terrorism are poverty.”

The author also suggests an important outcome from the global economic contraction is that the Bank has returned to a central role in the development paradigm.  “The donor community has little choice but to rely on the Bank and IMF to help mitigate the crisis,” he said.  “Nevertheless, with the ongoing concerns from donors, borrowers and civil society stakeholders, there are real questions as to whether the Bank will be any more effective in using the funds from the G-20 or future aid initiatives to help the developing world than it had been before the global economic downturn.” 

          The World Bank Unveiled documents Shaman’s experiences inside the institution.  In 1999, along with his colleague David Wheeler, Shaman launched B-SPAN, an Internet-based broadcasting station that disseminated unedited videos of internal discussions and debates to the public.  “It was a period when the Bank was under severe scrutiny from its membership, both donors and borrowers,” Shaman said.  “Moreover, tens of thousands of protestors were in the streets calling for the Bank’s demise.  We began B-SPAN as a way to increase the Bank’s transparency.  We believed by doing so we would increase people’s understanding of what the Bank did, increase opportunities for the Bank to be more accountable to its critics, reduce tensions on all sides and disseminate knowledge that was critical to fostering development and poverty reduction.” 

          B-SPAN was enthusiastically embraced by many inside and outside the Bank.  By 2004, the system was attracting more than 200,000 visitors annually and had captured almost two percent of the Bank's entire Internet traffic.  Its electronic mailing community of 18,000 subscribers was the second largest in the Bank. B-SPAN conducted live webcasts of major Bank events, featured interviews with leading international development and economic figures, and was even broadcasting policy events from sources outside the institution.  Accolades for the initiative came from all parts of the globe by viewers who believed B-SPAN had moved the Bank's culture of secrecy that had hardened over six decades toward one of greater openness.  Despite its success, the initiative had powerful adversaries inside a bureaucracy of fiefdoms.  Key officials, wedded to the status quo and resistant to openness and change, viewed the transparency initiative as an anathema. 

           The World Bank Unveiled documents this epic struggle and provides readers an insider’s glimpse of how this powerful but monolithic organization thinks, works and acts.  It is the story of a revolution to transform the World Bank and a case study of the power of the Bank to transform people’s lives.  “I believe there are two World Banks,” Shaman said.  “One recognizes its mistakes and limitations and seeks to be guided by the community of man.  The other rejects its own fallibility, promotes its superiority and shelters itself within the confines of its authority. My own work, to develop an internal and transparent communications medium, served as the fault line between these competing philosophies.  I decided to write The World Bank Unveiled because I believe it will provide those who want to build a more open and accountable institution an opportunity to overcome an internal culture that promotes information hoarding  rather than knowledge sharing.  If this should occur, the ultimate winners will be those millions who currently live in poverty because they will then have a more effective and responsive advocate working on their behalf.” 
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