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The World Bank issued this statement yesterday:

The report from the lawyers who undertook the investigation for the World Bank to
which that statement refers says:

A summary of the conclusions is this:
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The allegation is that the process was corrupted.

There is much fury in the development community about this, and those who have
always seen the World Bank as a neoliberal enemy are having a field day.

I admit I see things slightly differently. I am delighted by the demise of the Doing
Business report. It has always promoted a profoundly inappropriate view of the world
concentrating as it did on light regulation and low tax as the basis for prosperity when
quite clearly what was not true. This report was part of the old Washington Consensus
which the world can most definitely do without.

But does that mean that the World Bank has to be got rid of as some are suggesting? I
think not. If it was it would have to be replaced with something looking remarkably like
the World Bank. And whilst much of what it has done has not been especially helpful to
developing countries in the past, that was true of almost all government actions,
including many of those of the UK. Despite that I have not heard development
spokespeople demanding we sweep away our government because of those failings
which were at least as big. Not have I heard them demand the end of the state in this
country because of corruption within the current government, which is all too apparent.
Come to that, I did not hear them demand the end of aid agencies when it was shown
that they too have failed on occasion. And compared to many governments and some
NGOs the World Bank has confessed its failings and even named names.

I happen to think that the World Bank has also been an agency for good on occassion. I
have seen its work to tackle corruption. And against the odds the World Bank has called
for major tax reforms, including on wealth taxation. And it is promoting tax justice now.

So, what has been found looks very like corruption in the production of what was
already a deeply discredited index that was of little or no real value in the world and
whose time was already coming. So weed out the related corruption by all means. But
those using this situation to call for the end of the World Bank really do need to
understand the politics and needs of the real world. They can demand the demise of
the World Bank because of its past association with the Washington Consensus, just as
they demand the demise of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development because they think it anti-developing country, but the reality is that what
they demand can only hinder the chances we have of dealing with the real issues that
the world faces, from climate change onwards.

We can rearrange the deckchairs in the interests of political vanity, or we can get rid of
corruption and use the tools we have to face the crises that exist to ensure the survival
of the planet. I confess to having less and less time for those who only want survival if
every box on their list of political requirements is ticked on the way. Some people need
to smell the coffee. Whether we like it or not, compromise is required to make things
work within the political economic domain, and far too many seem to be forgetting this.
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Now is the time to focus on the issues with what we have available to do so. There is no
spare decade available to reform the world's institutions before doing so and I really do
wish those who want change would have the honesty to admit that.
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