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On June 3, 2009 with the participation of the OPCS team at HQ, consultations with representatives of Serbian civil society, press and institutions were held in Serbia. The participants were invited to the meeting at the World Bank office in Belgrade.  The meeting was chaired by Simon Gray, the World Bank Country Manager. It started at 4 pm and lasted until 6:15 pm. 

Invitation for the consultation meeting was extended to a variety of NGOs, press, Serbian institutions and private sector as below. 

1. Civilno udruženje Mađara u Srbiji „Argus“ (Civil Association of Hungarians in Serbia)

2. Transparentnost Srbija (Transparency Serbia)

3. Narodni parlament Leskovac (Peoples’ Parliament from Leskovac)

4. Toplički centar za demokratiju i ljudska prava (Toplice Center for Democracy and Human rights)

5. Resurs centar Negotin (Recourse Center Negotin)

6. YUCOM (Lawyers Committee for Human Rights)

7. Građanske inicijative (Civic Initiatives)

8. Fond za otvoreno društvo Srbija (Open Society Fund Serbia)

9. Udruženje građana „Sretenje“ Požega (Citizens’ Association “Sretenje”)

10. Poverenik za informacije Srbije (Serbian commissioner for information)

11.  Vladina kancelarije za medije (The government office for media)

12.  NUNS (Independent association of journalists of Serbia)

13. UNS (Association of journalists of Serbia)

14.  Stalna konferencija gradova i opština Srbije (Standing Conference of Cities and Municipalities of Serbia)

15.  Grupa 484 (Group 484)

16.  CESID (Center for Free Elections and Democracy)

17.  Balkanski fond za lokalne inicijative (Balkan Fund for Local Initiatives)

18.  Evropski pokret u Srbiji (European Movement in Serbia)

19.  CRNPS (Center for Development on Non-Profit Sector) 

20.  Fond za političku izuzetnost (Fund for Political Excellence)

21.  Foreign investors Council 

The consultation meeting was attended by the representatives of the following organizations:

1. Poverenik za informacije Srbije (Serbian Commissioner for Information)

2. Narodni parlament Leskovac (Peoples’ Parliament from Leskovac)

3. YUCOM (Lawyers Committee for Human Rights)

4. Graðanske inicijative (Civic Initiatives)

5. Stalna konferencija gradova i opština Srbije (Standing Conference of Towns and   Municipalities of Serbia)

6. Fond za otvoreno društvo Srbija (Open Society Fund Serbia)

7. NUNS (Independent Association of Journalists of Serbia)

8. Transparentnost Srbija (Transparency Serbia)
All participants expressed their appreciation for the opportunity to comment on the proposed changes in the World Bank Disclosure Policy and welcomed the new approach. One participant commented that widening the list of disclosed documents is always a positive development. Several participants expressed concern that governments attempt to conceal information; the legislation in Serbia allows the government a lot of discretion.  They hoped that a more transparent World Bank would serve as an an example to governments to follow suit.  NGO participants are attempting to work with the Serbian government to help it comply with its freedom of information legislation, and asked for the World Bank’s assistance in this regard.  Bank staff cautioned that the Bank had limited leverage because Bank loans to Serbia constituted only 1-1.5% of public expenditure.  The European Union could possibly be of more help as Serbia, wishing to join the EU, attempts to comply with the various EU requirements.  Meanwhile, the Bank is assisting Serbia with judicial reforms. 
During the discussion a concern was raised about the criteria and methodology for deciding whether information provided by a government to the Bank should be classified as confidential, and who would make this decision.  . It was suggested that the process should follow independent, internationally recognized standards, and there should be a universal body authorized to interpret all national freedom of information legislation.

One participant insisted on partial disclosure of confidential documents, after redacting information that would cause harm.  Another participant proposed that the Bank should reveal documents even when a government asked that the documents be kept confidential, applicable in those cases when documents should be in the public domain according to local laws.  

The majority of participants were in favor of engaging outside partners in the proposed appeals process to assure independence from Bank management.  The proposed tiered approach to disclosing historical information was supported.  Historical information should be disclosed when it no longer posed a concern about harm to particular interests.  The prevailing sentiment was that the disclosure period should not be too long or too short. 

Participants suggested the World Bank should be more proactive in ensuring that information on Bank-financed projects reaches the affected people/intended beneficiaries.  Bank documents should be translated and be presented in a format that is more user-friendly for recipients.

Most participants seemed satisfied with the comments and responses from the World Bank team.  Some ambiguities remained, due mainly to the lack of a comprehensive knowledge about the details of World Bank operations.              
