TOWARD GREATER TRANSPARENCY – RETHINKING THE WORLD BANK’S DISCLOSURE POLICY

Summary of Consultation Meetings

Beirut, May 19, 2009

The World Bank conducted two consultation meetings on the proposed new Disclosure Policy in Beirut. Both sessions were held at the Institute of Finance on May 19, 2009, and attended by civil servants and representative of civil society organizations. Despite different backgrounds and interests, the participants came out largely in favor of greater transparency, albeit with different opinions related to what would be disclosed, how and when. Below is a summary of the discussions, organized around the comments received from the participants. (See participant list below)
Access to Information

Several participants stressed the positive impact of the proposed revision to the disclosure policy on access to information. The Bank’s new proposal recognizes the fundamental importance of transparency and accountability in the development process.  In the case of Lebanon, participants noted that Access to Information is upheld by the Lebanese Constitution, but the draft law has not been ratified by Parliament. The current Transparency Law allows for government information to be provided, but after long clearance procedures. Participants noted that the proposed policy may encourage governments in general, including Lebanon, to act on their Access to Information Acts.
Disclosure 

The group felt that moving from the “positive list” approach to the list of “exceptions” will not be viewed as a major leap toward greater transparency, unless detailed explanations are provided on why and what documents will remain classified. There also needs to be clarity regarding how the Bank classifies documents – Strictly Confidential, Confidential, For Official Use Only and Public. 
Types of Documents 
Disclosing some documents and not others – based on classification - could backfire, unless the criteria for this are clearly explained, especially where country-owned information is concerned. Otherwise, there will be room for confusion and distrust in the process. 
Representatives felt that the Bank should encourage governments to share ‘sensitive’ information and encourage public debate on these issues.  

· There was a broad consensus that project documents be disclosed, especially during the implementation stage. 
· There was also a strong argument in favor of disseminating documents related to public finances and financial audits.  Researchers noted that currently the absence of reliable facts and figures is generating speculation and is resulting in analyses that are unreliable and not evidence-based.
Timeliness

The proposal to declassify documents after 5 or 10 years, instead of the existing uniform 20-year restriction was met with objections. Several participants argued that timely dissemination is critical for some documents and that the proposed 20 years may be too long.  One participant recommended that the Bank may wish to consider a gradual shift toward greater transparency by declassifying documents in stages and re-evaluating each stage. 

Pros and Cons of Engaging the Public
Most participants felt that since World Bank projects affect many stakeholders, they have the right to know details about the projects and how it is impacting their lives from the onset and through the implementation stages. One participant wondered if opening the debate to such a broad audience would allow for conflicting public debates that may derail implementation, hurt the objectives, or open the floor for attacking the Bank. 
Additionally, in the context of research work, some felt that early dissemination of concept notes or research papers could pose a challenge to Intellectual Property Rights in the region (Middle East). 
Dissemination Tools, Translations 
Several participants complained that not all documents are available in local languages. Delays in translations can render the work obsolete, especially for the media and researchers. One researcher noted that the electronic search for World Bank documents is slow and cumbersome, pointing to the need for hard copies to be available more quickly at Public Information Centers.
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� The consultations were carried out in two parts, one for government officials and one for NGOs.  Mr. Bifani co-chaired the part with the government officials.








