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A meeting was held in Dar-es-Salaam, on May 25, 2009, to discuss the Bank’s proposed revision to its disclosure policy.  The proposed revisions are discussed in the Approach Paper, Toward Greater Transparency: Rethinking the World Bank’s Disclosure Policy, which was posted on the Bank’s external website on March 12, 2009.  Below is a summary of the discussion, organized around the comments received from the participants.  

General Approach

The participants broadly supported the proposed approach, which was viewed as a major shift from the present policy.   

Exceptions

Some participants pointed out that the Bank, as a public institution, was duty bound to make information in its possession available to the public.  They expressed concern that the proposed list of exceptions was inconsistent with the principle of maximum disclosure, and suggested that the list should be focused more narrowly on potential harm to specific interests.   They also asked how harm would be defined and what indicators of harm the Bank would apply.

Several participants expressed concern about how the proposed policy would be implemented.  The question was raised whether the proposed exceptions are clear enough for all staff.  The discussion underscored the need to provide extensive training to staff, especially on how to classify information.

A major concern was the “veto” authority that the countries would have over the disclosure of country-related information that they share with the Bank.  Some participants asserted that proposed exceptions offered too much discretion to member countries.   It was felt that countries would vary widely in the way they would exercise their authority to classify information, and as a result, the Bank would not be consistent in the way it discloses information about different countries.  The question was raised as to whether the proposed “Disclosure Committee” will have the power to override disclosure decisions made by member countries.

Other participants felt that the proposed exceptions reflected areas in which the Bank had compelling reasons to maintain confidentiality.  They also felt that the exceptions struck the right balance between the Bank’s needs for transparency and the concerns of member countries and third parties that the Bank should protect their confidential information.   

A participant proposed that the revised policy should provide explicitly for whistleblower protection of Bank staff who provide classified information in confidence to the media.    

Information on Projects under Implementation

Some participants underscored the need for the Bank to be more proactive in disclosing information on projects under implementation.   This related to a general concern that many governments do not make information available publicly on the performance of Bank-supported projects, due to out-of-date laws and governments’ entrenched cultures of secrecy in the conduct of public business.  It was also noted that some officials are wary of making government information available lest reporters not understand its implications and inadvertently misuse it.

A number of participants asserted that Project Implementation Status Reports (ISRs) and Aide-Memoire (AMs) should be disclosed.    

Dissemination of Information

While acknowledging the importance of routinely posting as much information as possible on the Bank’s web, several participants drew attention to the limitations of the web (lack of access, literacy).  The Bank was urged to explore alternative ways to proactively disseminate information about its activities, for example, through public forums, conferences etc.   The need to strengthen the Bank’s Public Information Centers (PICs) was also underscored.  

Right to Appeal

Participants advised that the disclosure appeals process should be independent of Bank management.

Timelines for Declassifying Information

For deliberative information, the meeting concurred that a 20 year timeline for declassification is too long, 5 years probably too short, and 10 years about right.  For other types of confidential information, 20 years may be appropriate.

Project Audited Annual Financial Statements

The meeting agreed that these statements, together with the auditor’s opinion, should be disclosed.  It was suggested that it would be helpful if these statements and opinion were translated into the country’s national language.

Other Documents Countries Should Disclose

A participant proposed that the Bank should require borrower countries to carry out and disclose “Human Rights compliance assessments.”  

Other Disclosure Issues

Some participants took the opportunity to raise concerns about constraints to information disclosure by the Tanzanian Government.  While the country’s constitution provides for freedom of speech, certain laws limit the ability of the media to function effectively.  Authorities are empowered to register and ban newspapers under the Newspaper Registration Act, and the Broadcasting Services Act provides for state regulation of the electronic media.  It was also noted that the National Security Act allows the government to control the dissemination of information to the public.  It was argued that the threat of politically motivated fines serves to intimidate the media.   

It was also pointed out that despite these restrictions, economic liberalization has led to the opening of a variety of media outlets, including several FM radio stations and newspapers, and TV stations.  These outlets disseminate different views on issues that the government may consider controversial. Some participants suggested that Tanzania is one of the few countries in Africa that values the importance of information, despite the absence of freedom of information legislation.  Officials at high-levels of authority acknowledge the importance of reaching out to stakeholders and listening to their views.  All government ministries have established communication units and ethics management committees, each of which aims at improving the government’s communications to the public.

It was also noted that the Tanzanian Government took an innovative approach to the provision of financial information such as financial transfers from central to local governments.  Such information was made available proactively via the media and mandatory posting at the district level.  It was argued that this “supply side” transparency demonstrated increasing accountability by the government under its ongoing reform process.  

Finally, concerns were raised that the revision to the Bank’s disclosure policy is unlikely to induce member countries to adopt freedom of information legislation.  The Bank, therefore, should publicize widely the policy document following its approval, and encourage and assist member countries to increase their transparency of information in the conduct of public affairs. 
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