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MAY 28, 2009
A meeting of civil society organizations and Bank staff was held on May 28 in London to discuss the Bank’s proposed revision to its Disclosure Policy as discussed in the Approach Paper, Toward Greater Transparency: Rethinking the World Bank’s Disclosure Policy.
Participants:
Shakuntala Gunaratne, Senior Operations Officer, OPCS,  presented the Approach Paper to a multi-constituency group including, DfID; Amnesty International; Bretton Woods Project; Governance & Development; One World Trust; Publish what you fund; RAID; Save the Children; Transparency International; Trade Union Confederation; and UK Aid Network.  Peter Harrold, Director OPCS, joined the meeting via VC. 
Issues raised by participants:
· The general approach:  The Bank’s shift to a negative list-type of disclosure policy whereby the Bank would provide access to all information in its possession subject to a limited set of exceptions was viewed as a positive development, although still insufficient in comparison to some national standards of best practice for disclosing information.  It was argued that the Approach Paper should recognize explicitly the fundamental human right of access of information.  It should also include a clear articulation of the importance of disclosure and the link between disclosure and aid effectiveness.
 
· Exceptions: Some participants argued that the proposed exceptions are too broad and not based on an assessment of potential harm to well-defined interests.  They asserted that the Bank should not restrict entire classes of documents, and instead of rendering whole documents off-limits, exceptions should apply only to specific information contained in documents, which may then be redacted, and the rest of the document disclosed.   The question was raised as to how the Bank plans to balance the harm clause with the imperative to disclose as much information as possible.  Concerns were raised regarding the proposed list of exceptions (the “negative list”); focused too broadly, it will perpetuate the current problems of access to information.   Specific criticism was directed at the continued non-disclosure of Country Policy and Institutional Assessment (CPIA) ratings for IBRD countries and transcripts of the Board of Directors’ meetings.   There was consensus that the confidentiality of the deliberative process must be protected.

· Override.  Concerns were also raised that the public interest “override” provision was defined too narrowly.  

· Country-owned and Third Party Information.  Some were concerned that the policy would permit countries and third parties to veto disclosure decisions by the Bank. 

· Corporate Procurement.  There was concern that the proposal excludes the disclosure of corporate procurement information.  Some participants felt that the Bank could get a better value for its money if it released the names of competitors for corporate procurement contracts.   

· Classification:  Restricting classes of documents was viewed as inappropriate.  Rather, information should be classified according to its content and whether the content was likely to cause harm. 

· Declassification:  A 20-year timeline for disclosing most historical information was considered too long.  Different timelines should be applied according to the sensitivity of the information.

· Appeals.  There was some concern that the proposal did not include an independent appeals mechanism.  They felt that an independent appeals mechanism is a critical element of a transparent disclosure policy, and recommended that this be addressed in the revised proposal.

· Proactive dissemination.  Some participants asserted that it is important for the Bank to recognize that simply increasing the availability of information may not be enough.  They recommended that the Bank engage in proactive dissemination to ensure that information about Bank projects reaches communities without access to the Bank’s usual modes of communication.

· Implementation: Participants expressed concern regarding cultural resistance from staff to embrace the new policy.  They urged that an implementation plan should be prepared well in advance of the revised policy becoming effective.  They also urged that widespread training of staff should take place across the Bank and that a sanction system should be introduced, for those who don’t comply with the policy. 

· Other queries: Questions were raised on how the Bank’s revised policy will conform and interrelate with the disclosure policies of the IFC and MIGA. 
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