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Toward Greater Transparency:  

Rethinking the World Bank’s Disclosure Policy

Vietnam:  Public Consultation

Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City

May 5, 2009

Participants included representatives from Government, CSOs, academia, as well as from bilateral and international financial institutions.  The list of participants is attached.  Victoria Kwakwa, the World Bank’s Country Director for Vietnam, opened the meeting and welcomed participants in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City.  

The proposed revisions to the Bank’s policy on information disclosure are set out 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.  The discussion, connecting the World Bank’s Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City offices with its Washington office by video link, followed the seven questions in the Bank’s Power Point presentation, which had been circulated to participants previously.    

Issues Raised by Participants
Q. 1 – General Approach.  Participants expressed broad support for the proposed policy revision noting that access to information is a human right.  There should be proper harmonization between the interests of communities and the government to get the balance right. Reference was made to concerns about problems of access to relevant information by ethnic minorities (language and literacy issues) and remote communities (the digital divide and English-only websites), which would be elaborated on later in the consultation (Q. 7).

Q. 2 – Proposed Exceptions.  While the list of proposed exceptions was generally agreed, some participants were concerned that the Bank should define more clearly what it means by “harm”, as the basis for deciding on the exceptions.  Absent a clear definition, the Bank’s objective to become more transparent will be compromised.  Some participants also wanted to know why drafts of documents would be included among the exceptions and queried how the Bank defined a “draft.”  Disclosing drafts of relevant documents would allow communities to contribute to the development process.  One participant cautioned that in reviewing its proposals, the Bank should weigh the possibilities of “harm” that may be caused by greater disclosure.  There was concern also whether greater disclosure would constrain candor by Bank staff and impede development outcomes.

Q. 3 – Transparency and Confidentiality – the Right Balance.  

Some participants felt that the more disclosure the better, in terms of improving development effectiveness.  Others felt that the proposed balance between transparency and confidentiality was about right.  Disclosure of the proposed information, particularly Implementation Status and Results reports (ISRs), would be important for improving the accountability of Government and addressing issues of possible corruption involving contracting entities.  There was some discussion on whether or how the Bank should balance or harmonize its disclosure requirements with those of national governments.  The question was raised whether the Bank would have different policies for different countries, depending on national legislation.  

Q. 4 – Timelines for Declassifying Information.  The consensus of participants was that 20 years is too long a period―an “old-fashioned” approach―to disclose most historical information.  A more reasonable maximum period would be 15 years.  Responding to the timeline question (Q. 4 ii), one participant sought details on the types of information that would be disclosed under each tier and whether the rationale behind the tiers would link to the “harm” principle.  There was also the view that disclosure should happen before the people begins to pay back the loan to the World Bank.  So, the Bank should not wait too long to disclose project related information.

Q. 5 – Audited Financial Statements of Projects.  Participants agreed that these statements should be disclosed.  It is the citizens’ right to know what goes on within projects at all stages.  The information was essential for ensuring accountability in pursuing project objectives and outcomes.  In particular, contractors’ work programs and budgets, and the ensuing expenditures, should be monitored and the information made public.  It was argued that disclosure of this information should help counter corruption.

Q. 6 – Other Documents.  No comments.

Q. 7 – Additional Concerns.  There was considerable discussion on the lack of relevant information available to ethnic minorities and communities in remote mountainous areas.  For Bank-supported operations, the Bank should be more proactive in assuring that information is made available to these communities in a language and manner that is consistent with their underlying culture.  Generally, it was argued that it was essential for the Government to improve the quantity and quality of information made available to these communities, in a manner that is consistent with their underlying culture.  Phase 2 of the 1-3-5 program supporting ethnic communes facing extreme hardship in mountainous areas was referred to as an example of where relevant information was not provided to threatened communities.  They had not been informed about the project and hence were not consulted on matters that were critical to their well-being.

One participant expressed concern that continuing to charge fees for certain documents would impact particularly on the rights of minorities to access relevant information.      

Another participant suggested that implementation of the Bank’s revised disclosure policy should be monitored and evaluated, on both the borrowers’ and the Bank’s sides.  It is not just disclosure, but also the quality of the disclosure that is important if it is going to contribute to development effectiveness.

There was also a concern that the capacity of the Bank’s PIC in Vietnam is quite limited to handle the implementation of the proposed policy.
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