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1. Introduction

Can the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) be reformed? If not,

what does that mean for progressive analysis, strategies and tactics? Should “degloba-

lization” be the overall approach, and if so, is defunding and decommissioning the

Bretton Woods Institutions (BWIs) a feasible alternative strategy? Is the World Bank

Bonds Boycott a sufficiently powerful tactic? As the institutions turn 60 years old in

2004, it is appropriate to ask whether a civilized global society – especially the

leading African social movements working on debt and finance, as well as environmen-

talists opposed to BWI projects and policies – should recommend retirement, in part

because recent experience suggests that “you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

To be sure, several opportunities arose for institutional change, based upon

internal processes and external pressures, since James Wolfensohn became Bank

president in 1995. Some followed directly from the late 1990s legitimacy crisis of

the BWIs, which was generally understood to combine the institutions’ global-

governance “democratic deficit,” their continued reliance upon the “Washington

Consensus” approach to public policy, the Bank’s ongoing orientation to controver-

sial mega-projects, and both agencies’ failure to relieve Third World debt and

international financial speculation born of liberalized capital markets. Some openings

were reflected in the 1997–99 tenure of Joseph Stiglitz as chief economist, while

other catalysts included international, intersectoral commissions on structural adjust-

ment, dams and extractive industry.
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However, the internal procedural changes, rhetorical shifts, individual initiatives

and multi-stakeholder forum exercises did not fundamentally change matters. The

view from the inside is revealing, as Bank staff in the Middle East and North

Africa section complained in a leaked 1999 memo to Wolfensohn, that:

The list of fiduciary tasks is being constantly enlarged with increasing require-

ments that are burdensome on our borrowers and staff. The list has grown from

environment and resettlement a few years ago, to now also include social

assessment, financial management and so on. While no one can question the

importance of these issues, staff have been put in a straight jacket in how

they must approach these issues through detailed “guidelines” enforced by

an army of “reviewers” . . .The World Bank is increasingly being drawn into

activities which are politically sensitive (participatory processes, involvement

of civil society, corruption and so on). There is no doubt about the importance

and relevance of these for development and success of World Bank assistance,

but staff are not well prepared to handle these issues which creates more

anxiety and stress.1

Merely because of such capacity constraints, the Bank and Fund may well be

impossible to reform. But it is just as crucial to esquire into the fate of their

1980s–90s ideology, free-market neoliberalism. Neoliberalism was, after all,

applied widely to macroeconomic and micro-development policy not only in the

Third World, but in many conservative and successor “Third Way” regimes in the

North.

Nevertheless, as Jubilee South Africa’s Neville Gabriel recorded in March

2002, during the United Nations Financing for Development (FFD) summit in

Monterrey, Mexico, “Halfway through the conference, German government repre-

sentatives and IMF and World Bank officials declared a new era in global develop-

ment thinking marked by a shift from the Washington Consensus to a new

Monterrey Consensus.” In reality, as argued below, the underlying power bloc –

which Gabriel accurately described as “a dictatorship of nameless, faceless, and

unaccountable technocrats obsessed with private market-driven growth that sees

the masses of impoverished people as incidental to the wealth creation project” –

was undisturbed.2

Given the failures to shift the Bank and IMF leftwards, we must also ask some

tough questions about the reformist agenda: Did the late 1990s challenge from

the Post-Washington Consensus make any dent? Have the alignments of

high-profile critics (Joseph Stiglitz, Jeffrey Sachs, George Soros), Third World

governments (especially South Africa) and protest movements been as effective as

they could be? Were the issues posed by reformers – debt relief, community and

1Cited in E. Verheul and G. Cooper, “Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers: What is at Stake for Health?”

(Amsterdam: Wemos, September, 2001).
2N. Gabriel, “Monterrey: Spinning the Washington Consensus All the Way to Johannesburg” (Pretoria:

Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference, 2002), p. 2.
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NGO participation in neoliberal program design, democratic governance, transpar-

ency, global financial regulation, and commissions dealing with structural adjustment,

dams and energy – the correct ones to tackle?

And if all these reforms were frustrated, is it appropriate to consider an entirely

different strategy, based on Third World states removing themselves from influence

by the Bank and IMF? To this end, Samir Amin famously argues for a “delinking”

strategy that “is not synonymous with autarky, but rather with the subordination of

external relations to the logic of internal development . . . permeated with the multi-

plicity of divergent interests.”3 In 2002, a restatement of Amin’s delinking theme

came from perhaps the most highly-regarded Third World intellectual in global

justice movements, Walden Bello, in his book Deglobalization: “I am not talking

about withdrawing from the international economy. I am speaking about reorienting

our economies from production for export to production for the local market.”4 One

contributing factor, for Bello, is that the BWIs are incapable of change, and hence

need to be decommissioned.

2. The Limits of Top-Down Reforms

One site to pose and begin answering such questions was the FFD conference,

which took place at an auspicious time, just after South Africa’s dramatic 2000-01

currency crash (the Rand fell by 55 percent against the dollar), which in turn had fol-

lowed Argentina, Turkey, Brazil, Russia, Korea, Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand in

a four-year arc of destruction that also included a $7 trillion meltdown in New York

stock markets.5 However, rather than seriously address the formidable structural chal-

lenges of Third World debt and financial speculation, the FFD meeting turned to the

September 2000 UN Millennium Development Goals so as to merely throw more

monies ($54 billion per year) at development problems.6

Part of the problem was the choice of FFD managers. Civil society critics argued

that the FFD conference was tainted from the outset, in 2000, given that Mexico’s

ex-president Ernesto Zedillo was effectively the key manager of the process.

The Yale-trained neoliberal economist’s five-year term in Mexico City was notable

for repression, failed economic crisis-management and the end of the 85-year

rule by his notoriously corrupt Party for the Institutionalization of the Revolution.

3S. Amin, Delinking: Towards a Polycentric World (London: Zed Books, 1985).
4W. Bello, Deglobalization: Ideas for a New World Economy (London: Zed Press, 2002).
5For more background to contemporary international financial power relations, see L. Armijo, “The Politi-

cal Geography of Financial Reform: Who Wants What and Why?” Global Governance, 7, 4, 2001; S. Lee,

“Global Monitor: The International Monetary Fund,” New Political Economy, 7, 2, 2002; P. Gowan, The

Global Gamble: Washington’s Faustian Bid for Global Dominance (London: Verso, 1999); and

S. Soederberg, “The Emperor’s New Suit: The New International Financial Architecture as a Reinvention

of the Washington Consensus”, Global Governance, 7, 4, 2001.
6The figure is low, for the IMF and Bank tend to underestimate the recurrent costs associated with most

basic-needs goods, because the institutions generally insist on cost-recovery and self-financing.
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Controversially, Zedillo appointed as his main advisor (and official document author)

John Williamson of the Institute for International Finance, a Washington think-tank

which is primarily funded by the world’s largest commercial banks. Williamson is

considered to be one of the establishment’s most vigorous neoliberal ideologues,

and indeed takes credit for coining the term “Washington Consensus” in 1990.

South African finance minister Trevor Manuel and former IMF managing director

Michel Camdessus7 were the two special envoys of UN Secretary General Kofi

Annan at the conference. Manuel had also been named chairperson of the key

IMF/World Bank policymaking body, the Development Committee. Hence South

Africa’s specific intermediary role is of additional interest.

Hence, while the Monterrey final report contains some pleasing rhetoric, it relies

upon only the most orthodox of strategies and policies. The report correctly observes

the “dramatic shortfalls in resources required to achieve the internationally agreed

development goals.”8 But it endorsed the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC)

debt relief initiative as “an opportunity to strengthen the economic prospects and

poverty reduction efforts of beneficiary countries.” By examining the Bretton Woods

debt relief strategy, followed by subsequent attempts to draw in civil society through

“participatory” structural adjustment design, plus global governance, transparency,

financial market reform and international commissions, the limits of the institutions’

capacity to change become evident.

3. Debt Relief Deferred

Notwithstanding its support for the HIPC debt scheme at Monterrey, within a

year, the Bank admitted some of the program’s most obvious mistakes. The Bank

was forced to accept longstanding criticisms that its staff “had been too optimistic”

about the ability of countries to repay under HIPC, and that projections of export earn-

ings were extremely inaccurate, leading to failure by half the HIPC countries to reach

their completion points.9

Although HIPC had been endorsed by moderate NGO campaigners such as

Jubilee Plus, it was a mirage from the outset. The London lobby group conceded,

“According to the original HIPC schedule, 21 countries should have fully passed

7In retirement, Camdessus remained an active agent of the Washington Consensus. In 2001 he served as an

advisor to Pope John Paul II. In 2002-03 he was head of a World Water Forum infrastructure financing panel

that was extremely controversial. In 2003 he was chosen as the G8’s special liaison for Africa.
8The direct citations are from United Nations, “Report of the International Conference on Financing for

Development,” A/CONF.198/11, Monterrey, Mexico, March 22, 2002.
9Financial Times, February 27, 2003. This possibility, often stated at the program’s outset by civil society

critics, was only hinted at in Monterrey’s main source of official information: International Monetary Fund

and International Development Association, “The Impact of Debt Reduction under the HIPC Initiative on

External Debt Service and Social Expenditures,” Washington, November 16, 2001. The Bank, paradoxi-

cally, blamed failure upon “political pressure” to cut debt further as the key reason repayments were still

not “sustainable.”
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through the HIPC initiative and received total debt cancellation of approximately

$34.7 billion in net present value terms. In fact, only eight countries have passed

Completion Point, between them receiving debt cancellation of $11.8 billion.”10

Add a few other countries’ partial relief via the Paris Club ($14 billion) and it

appears that the grand total of debt relief thanks to the 1996–2003 exercise was

just $26.13 billion. There remained more than $2 trillion of Third World debt that

should be cancelled, including not just HIPC countries but also Nigeria, Argentina,

Brazil, South Africa and other major debtors not considered highly-indebted or

poor in the mainstream discourse. The more radical Jubilee South network, with

strong leadership from groups in Argentina, Nicaragua, the Philippines and South

Africa, rejects Jubilee Plus ideas about how much debt is “sustainable” and “repay-

able,” arguing for full cancellation, Third World repudiation and G8-country

reparations.

The lack of financial provision for HIPC in western capitals reflects deep resist-

ance to debt relief and, probably, the realization that there are merits to using debt as a

means of maintaining control over Third World economies. An “enhanced HIPC” was

introduced to give the appearance of concern, and at the G8’s Evian Summit in 2003,

the world’s leaders agreed with pleas by African representatives to relook at the

program. Yet no fundamental changes or substantial new funds were mooted.

4. Poverty “Reduction” Strategy Papers

HIPC remained in place, with virtually no impact, in part because of the distinct

lack of political will in the Third World to rock the boat. In 1999, HIPC was

accompanied by a renaming of the structural adjustment philosophy: Poverty

Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs). More than two years later, at Monterrey,

Manuel told fellow finance ministers that PRSPs were “an important tool for devel-

oping countries to reduce their debt burdens . . . a thorough and useful PRSP requires

time, resources and technical capacity.” He suggested the Bretton Woods Institutions

increase their role, to “provide more technical assistance to meet those particular

challenges.”11

In contrast to Manuel’s desire for PRSP expansion, civil society resistance to

structural adjustment increased across the Third World, including Manuel’s home

continent, sometimes in the form of “IMF riots.” Annual reports in the World Devel-

opment Movement’s States of Unrest series include dozens of countries and hundreds

of IMF riots. In Africa, as an example, anti-neoliberal protests were called by stu-

dents, lecturers and nurses in Angola; public sector workers in Benin; farmers, elec-

tricity workers and teachers in Kenya; municipal workers in Morocco; health workers

10Jubilee Plus, “Real Progress Report on HIPC,” London, September, 2003.
11T. Manuel, “Remarks at the Finance Minister’s Retreat,” International Conference on Financing for

Development, Monterrey, Mexico, March 19, 2002.
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in Niger; the main trade union federation, including police and municipal workers, in

Nigeria; community groups and organized labor in South Africa; and bank customers

and trade unionists in Zambia. As the World Development Movement found, the

new version of structural adjustment did not fool the victims: “PRSPs have failed

to deviate from the IMF’s free market orthodoxy.” The report covering 2002

showed that:

The protesters in developing countries come from across the social spectrum.

They are not always the poorest of the poor. . .they are also the newly emerging

middle-classes: teachers, civil servants, priests, doctors, public-sector workers,

trade-union activists and owners of small businesses. This broad based move-

ment clearly indicates how policies promoted by the IMF and World Bank are

not only keeping the poor in poverty, but are also impoverishing sectors of

society generally relied upon for wealth creation, economic development

and civil society leadership. Policies intended to promote economic develop-

ment and poverty reduction in the emerging and fragile economies of develop-

ing countries are not only failing, but are actually leading to economic

stagnation, which is felt across the social spectrum.12

In the same critical spirit, a May 2001 Jubilee South conference of the main

African social movements in Kampala concluded:

. The PRSPs are not based on real people’s participation and ownership, or decision-

making. To the contrary, there is no intention of taking civil society perspectives

seriously, but to keep participation to mere public relations legitimization.

. The lack of genuine commitment to participation is further manifested in the failure

to provide full and timeous access to all necessary information, limiting the

capacity of civil society to make meaningful contributions.

. The PRSPs have been introduced according to pre-set external schedules which in

most countries has resulted in an altogether inadequate time period for an effective

participatory process.

. In addition to the constraints placed on governments and civil society organizations

in formulating PRSPs, the World Bank and IMF retain the right to veto the final

programs. This reflects the ultimate mockery of the threadbare claim that the

PRSPs are based on “national ownership.”

. An additional serious concern is the way in which PRSPs are being used by the

World Bank and IMF, directly and indirectly, to co-opt NGOs to “monitor” their

own governments on behalf of these institutions.13

12M. Ellis-Jones, “States of Unrest III: Resistance to IMF and World Bank Policies in Poor Countries”

(London, World Development Movement), April, 2003, p. 3.
13Jubilee South, “Pan-African Declaration on PRSPs,” Kampala, May 12, 2001.
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The latter gambit had begun to fail by the time the FFD convened in Monterrey.

Even the World Bank’s best African case, Uganda, heard its National NGO Forum

report: “Among CSOs there is growing concern that perhaps their participation in

the endeavor has amounted to little more than a way for the World Bank and IMF

to co-opt the activist community and civil society in Uganda into supporting the

same traditional policies.”14 Other NGO, funding agency and academic studies of

PRSPs were highly critical.15 The Harare-based debt-cancellation advocacy

network, Afrodad, studied the experiences in Burkina Faso, Mauritania, Mozambique,

Tanzania and Uganda, the first African countries to undergo PRSPs. Afrodad noted

that in each of these countries, there were processes with varying degrees of partici-

pation that preceded the PRSPs:

Mozambique’s government policies and strategies since the late 1980s had

been expressed in the Plano de Acção para Redução da Pobreza Absoluta, Tan-

zania adopted a National Poverty Eradication Strategy in 1997, Uganda had a

Poverty Eradication Action Plan, Burkina Faso established its priorities under

Cadre Strategique da Lutte Contra la Pauvrete, and Mauritania had a series of

National Reference Documents encompassing social, economic and other

national issues. The World Bank and IMF insisted that these processes

should be refashioned to fit the PRSP mold. The PRSPs thus, rather than intro-

ducing participation into poverty and development concerns, interfered to

lesser or greater degrees with existing processes. The relationship is still one

of “if you want what we have to offer, you must do things our way.” At the

global level, this reflects well entrenched power relations rather than anything

that could be called “participatory.”16

14W. Nyamugasira and R. Rowden, “New Strategies, Old Loan Conditions: Do the IMF and World Bank

Loans Support Countries’ Poverty Reduction Strategies? The Case of Uganda,” Uganda National NGO

Forum and RESULTS Educational Fund, Kampala, April, 2002.
15Anonymous, “Angolan Civil Society Debates Way Forward,” World Bank Watch SA? SA Watch WB!,

December, 2001; A. Bendaña, “Byebye Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, and Hello Good Governance,”

Unpublished paper, Managua, 2002; Cafod, Oxfam, Christian Aid and Eurodad, “A Joint Submission to the

World Bank and IMF Review of HIPC and Debt Sustainability,” London, Oxford and Brussels, August,

2002; F. Cheru, The Highly Indebted Poor Countries Initiative: A Human Rights Assessment of the

Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, Report submitted to the United Nations Economic and Social

Council, New York, January, 2001; A. Costello, F. Watson and D. Woodward, Human Face or Human

Facade? Adjustment and the Health of Mothers and Children (London: Centre for International Child

Health, 1994); R.P. Gomes, S. Lakhani and J. Woodman, “Economic Policy Empowerment Programme,”

Brussels, Eurodad, 2002; Malawi Economic Justice Network, “Civil Society PRSP Briefing,” Issue 8,

December 21, 2001, Lilongwe; E. McCandless and E. Pajibo, “Can Participation Advance Poverty

Reduction? PRSP Process and Content in Four Countries,” Afrodad PRSP Series, Harare, January, 2003;

‘O Ong’wen, “The PRSP in Kenya,” World Bank Watch SA? SA Watch WB!, December, 2001; Panos,

“Reducing Poverty: Is the World Bank’s Strategy Working?,” London, September, 2002; Tanzanian Fem-

inist Activism Coalition, “Position Paper,” Dar es Salaam, September 6, 2001; A. Wilks and F. Lefrançois,

“Blinding with Science or Encouraging Debate?: How World Bank Analysis Determines PRSP Policies,”

London, Bretton Woods Project, 2002.
16Afrodad, “Civil Society Participation in the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper Process: A Synthesis of

Five Studies Conducted in Burkina Faso, Mauritania, Mozambique, Tanzania and Uganda,” Harare,

April, 2001.
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A report by a Sussex University academic found a “broad consensus among our

civil society sources in Ghana, Malawi, Mozambique, Tanzania and Zambia that their

coalitions have been unable to influence macro-economic policy or even engage gov-

ernments in dialogue about it.”17 Given the lack of representative democracy within

the Bretton Woods institutions, this should not have been a surprise.

5. Democratic Governance?

Barely acknowledging the power imbalances in the global system, the Monter-

rey Consensus offered only timid suggestions for global governance reforms. The

Bank and IMF took nearly a full year to come forward with a plan, which, as it

turned out, was an insult to the concept of democratic global governance. The

Monterrey final report merely recognized “the need to broaden and strengthen

the participation of developing countries in international economic decision-

making and norm-setting . . . We encourage the following actions [from the Inter-

national Monetary Fund and World Bank]: to continue to enhance participation of

all developing countries and countries with economies in transition in their

decision-making.”18

The Bretton Woods Institutions’ nearly 50 Sub-Saharan African member

countries are represented by just two directors, while eight rich countries

enjoyed a director each and the US maintained veto power by holding more

than 15 percent of the votes. (There is no transparency as to which board

members take what positions on key votes.) The leaders of the Bank and IMF

are chosen from, respectively, the US and EU, with the US treasury secretary

holding the power of hiring or firing.19 Some reformist gestures were needed for

the sake of appearance.20 Nevertheless, the Financial Times reported that

the 2003 Bank/Fund strategy emanating from Manuel’s Development Committee

offered only “narrow technocratic changes,” such as adding one additional repre-

sentative from the south to the 24-member board.21 Details emerged in mid-

2003 when a leaked World Bank paper proposed raising developing country

17R. McGee, “Assessing Participation in Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers: A Desk-Based Synthesis of

Experience in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Sussex: University of Sussex Institute for Development Studies, 2002.
18United Nations, “Report of the International Conference on Financing for Development,” Final Resol-

ution, March, 2002, paragraphs 62-63.
19A reformed IMF International Monetary and Financial Committee opens the door for greater Third World

inputs, but this has not changed power relations.
20Weak governance reform proposals can be found in J. Pincus and J. Winters, eds., Re-inventing the World

Bank (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002); United Nations Development Programme, Deepening

Democracy in a Fragmented World (New York, July, 2002); United Nations University World Institute

for Development Economics Research, Governing Globalisation: Issues and Institutions (Helskinki,

October, 2002); S. Varma, “Improving Global Economic Governance,” Geneva, South Centre, August,

2002; S. Griffith-Jones, “Suggestions on Reforming the Governance of the World Bank,” Sussex: University

of Sussex Institute of Development Studies, 2002 khttp://www.gapresearch.orgl.
21Financial Times, February 13, 2003.
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voting power from 39 percent to 44 percent and adding one new African executive

director. But IMF governance, Bank/IMF board transparency or Bank/IMF senior

management selection were all neglected in the June 2003 proposals.22 For the

US, even those milquetoast reforms were too much, and the Bush regime’s execu-

tive director to the Bank, Carol Brooking, opposed reforms and instead suggested

merely a new fund for extra research capacity aimed at the two institutions’ Third

World directors.23

Frustration about African impotence in Washington occasionally boiled over,

and even Manuel sometimes publicly criticized the lack of democracy at the

Bretton Woods Institutions. In mid-2003, for instance, he chaired a United

Nations Economic Commission for Africa meeting in Addis Ababa, where he com-

plained about an IMF proposal to split the continent in half for internal organiz-

ational purposes: “Will it be along colonial lines, or into north and south?

We don’t know. What we do know is that Europe is not being divided, nor is

America . . .We should be stressing repeatedly; nothing about us, without us.”24

Still, after several years of high-profile lobbying for governance reform and

insider attempts at change from positions of real influence, Manuel seems to have

accepted this impotence with a certain grace. As he put it at a press conference

during the September 2003 IMF/Bank annual meeting in Dubai, when asked why

no progress was made on Bretton Woods democratization, “I don’t think that you

can ripen this tomato by squeezing it.”25

If indeed, the Bank and IMF are central cogs in the wheel of US imperialism, then

their democratization is inconceivable. Nothing said at Monterrey prevented the

Bank, for example, from reinvigorating its push towards state services privatization

in the 2004 World Development Report. According to London School of Economics

professor Robert Wade, the driver was the US Treasury Department:

The US has steered the World Bank – through congressional conditions on the

replenishment of the International Development Association (IDA), the soft-

loan facility – to launch its biggest refocusing in a decade, a “private sector

development” agenda devoted to the same end of accelerating the private

(and non-governmental organization) provision of basic services on a commer-

cial basis. The World Bank has made no evaluation of its earlier efforts to

support private participation in social sectors. Its new private sector develop-

ment thrust, especially in the social sectors, owes almost everything to intense

US pressure.26

22World Bank, “Issues Note: Enhancing the Voice of Developing and Transition Countries at the World

Bank,” Washington, June 9, 2003 khttp://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/topic/governance/WBgovissuesno-

te.pdfl.
23khttp://www.brettonwoodsproject.orgl.
24The latter phrase is the slogan of Jubilee South, Business Day, June 2, 2003.
25World Bank, “Proceedings of Press Conference,” Dubai, http://www.worldbank.org, September 22, 2003.
26R. Wade, “The Invisible Hand of the American Empire,” Open Democracy, 13, 3, 2003.
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6. Transparency Foiled

Facelessness remains a major problem at the Bretton Woods Institutions, not-

withstanding some minor gains on the “transparency” front. A 2001 commitment to

greater transparency by the World Bank was viewed with disdain by the main

NGO watchdogs, including the Washington-based Bank Information Center: “The

finished product frustrates the key process of citizen participation in the Bank’s activi-

ties by keeping confidential many important documents, applying inappropriate time-

lines for information release, and failing to provide for translation of many key

documents.” Even the Bank’s own Ombudsman admitted in a report that, “many

sources complained about the difficulty of accessing project information, the available

information lacked sufficient detail, and business confidentiality concerns (were)

inappropriately extended to the social and environmental dimensions of projects.”27

A few months after Monterrey, there was a modicum of change. According to the

London-based NGO Bretton Woods Project, “In September 2002, the Fund’s Board

made a number of decisions such as publishing Board minutes after 10 years, and

extending the deletions policy to include highly market-sensitive performance criteria

and structural benchmarks (conditionalities). Progress on other fronts has been

delayed or rejected, for example on grounds that publishing draft Letters of Intent

early would ‘pre-empt approval.’” Bretton Woods secrecy is compounded by Third

World elite paranoia: “The apparent reluctance of borrowing countries to disclose

more information on their relations with the IMF can be explained by a willingness

to prevent closer scrutiny and potential ‘interference’ in sometimes difficult nego-

tiations with the institutions.”28

Transparent or not, the dictatorial orientation of Washington financial technocrats

and their allied donor governments is no secret in most African capitals.29 Princeton-

based Survey Research Associates was commissioned by the Bank in 2002 to poll

leading “opinion-makers” (largely elites) across the world, and found that in addition

to complaints of “arrogance” and excessive bureaucracy, “The Bank’s recommended

reforms were often said to do more harm than good, with more than 60 percent of

respondents in South Asia and Latin America saying they were unhelpful.”30 The

Swedish government commissioned an academic study on Bretton Woods reform

that concluded, “The World Bank continues to be dominant as the main purveyor

of development ideas. Although its policy prescriptions change significantly over

27khttp://www.brettonwoodsproject.orgl, May, 2003.
28Ibid.
29Recent African examples are assembled in Friends of the Earth and Halifax Initiative, Marketing the

Earth: The World Bank and Sustainable Development, Washington, DC and Ottawa, August, 2002.
30Financial Times, June 5, 2003. The survey found that although performance “improved” under Wolfen-

sohn and the Bank was seen as generally “useful,” all was not well on the governance front: “Overall, the

bank is seen as doing a barely average job in helping developing countries reduce corruption.” At a June

2003 meeting of the Bank’s executive board, there was, “surprise at the negative attitudes still expressed

about the Bank, along with irritation that the Bank’s management had not shown them the results earlier.”
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time, a ‘the Bank can never be wrong’ mentality still prevails in much of the insti-

tution’s thoughts and actions.”31

Yet western governments (including Sweden) are not only generous funders of

the neoliberal agenda via periodic Bank/IMF recapitalizations, they are also often

part of the cross-conditionality that makes this power and dogmatism so formidable.

Coercion by the Bank and IMF on behalf of Washington’s geopolitical agenda is

another long-standing complaint. The Bretton Woods twins typically argue that

their role is apolitical, even to the extent of lending to the apartheid regime in

1966, after the United Nations General Assembly passed a resolution against such

activity. The Bank’s lawyer replied that, “the Bank’s articles provide that the Bank

and its officers shall not interfere in the political affairs of any member, and that

they shall not be influenced in their decisions by the political character of the

member or members concerned.”32 Yet, the BWI relationship to the White House

and Pentagon is so notorious that in mid-2003, other members had to caution

against further irrational lending to Turkey, a step justified only by Washington’s pol-

itical calculus of trying to draw Turkey into Iraq war duties.

As another reflection, the transparency, good-governance and anti-corruption hype

that Bank president Wolfensohn introduced at a Durban Transparency International

Congress in 1999 was shown to be merely rhetoric when Bank staff ignored the need

to “debar” (ban) companies that bribed the key Lesotho Highlands Water Project offi-

cial, Masupe Sole, from 1994-98. The Bank initially found companies like Canada’s

huge consultancy, Acres International, innocent. When in 2002, the Lesotho courts

found Acres guilty of corruption, the World Bank still failed to debar the firm.

Others on the Lesotho prosecution list include the world’s biggest construction

company, ABB, and there is little chance that its vast Bank projects will be threatened.

7. Fanning Financial Fires

A final example, perhaps the most crucial, showing how Monterrey amplified the

self-destructive tendencies of international finance, was the conference recognition

that, “measures that mitigate the impact of excessive volatility of short-term capital

flows are important and must be considered.” But in reality, the final document

calls for the opposite, “liberalizing capital flows in an orderly and well sequenced

process,” as if there can be such a process.33

This is not a brand new problem, of course. Since 1998, a “G20” group of

leading finance ministers held discussions with the alleged objectives of strengthening

31Institute of Development Studies, “A Foresight and Policy Study of Multilateral Development Banks,”

Prepared for the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Stockholm, November, 2002.
32IBRD President Woods, “Statement to Executive Directors,” Washington, March 29, 1966, cited in

M. Darrow, Between Light and Shadow: The World Bank, International Monetary Fund and International

Human Rights Law (Portland: Hart Publishing, 2003), p. 151.
33United Nations, March, 2002, “Final Resolution,” op. cit.
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financial systems, advancing transparency and accountability, and preventing and

managing international financial crises. However, it is unclear whether these led to

any behavioral changes or institutional strengthening aside from a larger bailout

function for the US Treasury and Bretton Woods Institutions. The underlying

premise of the G20 reports was, after all, that the East Asian crisis was one of

inaccurate market signalling due to poor information and crony capitalism.34 Simi-

larly incapable of driving change is the Financial Stability Forum, founded in 1999

and located at the Bank for International Settlements in Basle, which exchanges

information and promotes central bank cooperation.35

Whose agenda was financial liberalization? According to Wade, opening capital

markets remains a crucial tool of US imperialism: “This is the paradox of economic

globalization, it looks like ‘powerless’ expansion of markets but works to enhance the

ability of the United States to harness the rest of the world to its own economic

rhythms and structure, to fortify its empire-like power status.”36

To illustrate, the Asian crisis stalled the persistent arm-twisting efforts of US

Treasury Secretary, Larry Summers, to force through an amendment to the IMF

articles of agreement which would end all exchange controls everywhere. Neverthe-

less, when Ethiopian prime minister Meles Zenawi resisted in 1997, according to both

Wade (then inside the Bank) and Stiglitz, the IMF cut off the cheaper loans it had

earlier made available. Cross-conditionality also made Ethiopia ineligible for other

low-interest loans and grants from the World Bank, the European Community, and

aid from bilaterals.37 Stiglitz waged war within the Bank and Clinton regime,

finally winning concessions, but he learned a lesson: “There was clear evidence the

IMF was wrong about financial market liberalization and Ethiopia’s macroeconomic

position, but the IMF had to have its way.”38 Zenawi was left to poignantly implore, at

a mid-2003 Economic Commission for Africa meeting, “While we will not be at the

high table of the IMF, we should at least be in the room where decisions are made.”39

It was not just Ethiopia that would witness a renewed attack on exchange controls. In

the immediate wake of the Asian crisis, in 1999, then IMF managing director Camdessus

argued, “I believe it is time for momentum to be re-established . . . Full liberalization

of capital movement should be promoted in a prudent and well-sequenced fashion.”40

Instead of learning some logical lessons from South Africa’s 2000-01 currency crisis,

especially the need for tighter exchange controls, Manuel parrotted the Washington

34See, for example, three G22 reports: Report of the Working Group on Transparency and Accountability,

Report of the Working Group on Strengthening Financial Systems, and Report of the Working Group on

International Financial Crises (Washington: kwww.imf.org/external/np/g22/index.html, 1998).
35See, for example, Financial Stability Forum, International Standards and Codes to Strengthen Financial

Systems, 2001 kwww.fsforum.org/Standards/Reiscfs.htmll.
36Wade, 2003, op. cit.
37R. Wade, “Capital and Revenge: The IMF and Ethiopia,” Challenge, September/October, 2001.
38J. Stiglitz, Globalization and its Discontents (London: Penguin, 2002), p. 35.
39Business Day, June 2, 2003.
40Cited in Wade, 2003, op. cit.
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Consensus in his dangerous September 2002 promise to Commonwealth business

tycoons that he would, “fast-track financial market integration.”41 At the same time, he

effectively confessed that Monterrey was actually a failure (though he didn’t use the

word), because of “our collective unwillingness to recognize financial disequili-

bria . . .This speculation reaches such proportions that its bursting wreaks havoc on

markets and economies across the globe. We do not have the multilateral financial archi-

tecture to address them – and that means that high levels of risk aversion and investor

uncertainty will remain features of the global environment for some time to come.”42

The only reform project left, indeed, was the hope for some sort of bailout mech-

anism, which could save Wall Street from its own worst excesses, but also allow a

“workout” system for countries. In mid-2003, a debt arbitration mechanism was

finally proposed by a Bush regime appointee, deputy IMF Director Anne Krueger,

who was formerly a World Bank chief economist. However, the plan came to

naught, for as the The Guardian’s Larry Elliott explained,

Gordon Brown and his fellow finance ministers told the IMF to draw up a plan

that would give bankruptcy protection to countries. The idea was to give states

the same rights as companies if they went belly-up, avoiding the expensive

bail-outs that have accompanied the big financial crises of the past decade.

The IMF was given six months to come up with a blueprint, but when it

reported back last month the idea was dead in the water. Billions of dollars

from the bail-outs ended up in the coffers of the big finance houses of

New York and George Bush was told not to meddle with welfare for Wall

Street. The message was understood: the US used its voting power at the

IMF to strangle the bankruptcy code at birth.43

41T. Manuel, “Mobilizing International Investment Flows: The New Global Outlook,” Speech to the Com-

monwealth Business Council, September 24, 2002.
42Ibid. While the reforms he suggested are stronger, there is no evidence that Manuel had embarked upon a

strategy to push them to fruition, hence the weakness of Washington’s proposals in February, 2003:

. Increase the representation of systemically important developing countries in key international forums,

including the Financial Stability Forum.

. Increase the representation of developing countries in the governance structure of the IMF and Bank by

raising the number of and importance of basic votes.

. Reform the method of determining quotas to reflect sound policy, progress in policy reform and open-

ness, not just GDP per capita.

. Improve the Contingent Credit Line to increase the attractiveness and automaticity of the facility.

. The establishment of a formalized debt-restructuring framework.

. Greater coordination in national macroeconomic policies (cross-regional annual meetings, say

G8 þ Latin America, G8 þ Africa, etc.).

. Better regulation of global financial and capital markets and improved regulation of domestic financial

systems through new proposals by the G20 working with the IMF on appropriate capital account policy

and supervision of capital inflows.

Individually or collectively, these proposals cannot be considered serious challenges to the status quo, but

are polish for the financial chains that strangle the Third World.
43Guardian, May 21, 2003.
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8. Reforms from the Outside?

Under the prevailing balance of power, the top-down reform processes discussed

above could not have worked. Perhaps the most tragic lesson is that elites like South

Africa’s Trevor Manuel evidently decided not to challenge those power relations. But

what of other efforts at reform from the outside (ostensibly from below), particularly

via international commissions in which the World Bank plays a crucial hosting and

financing role?

The three major recent processes in which well-meaning civil society advocates

went inside the Bank were the World Commission on Dams, the Structural Adjust-

ment Participatory Review Initiative (Sapri) and the Extractive Industry Review.

In the first case, a Bank water expert, John Briscoe, actively lobbied southern govern-

ments to reject the findings of a vast, multi-stakeholder research team in 2001.44

According to Patrick McCully of International Rivers Network, “The World

Bank’s singularly negative and non-committal response to the WCD Report

means that the Bank will no longer be accepted as an honest broker in any further

multi-stakeholder dialogues.”45

As for Sapri, hundreds of organizations and scholars became involved in

nine countries: Bangladesh, Ecuador, El Salvador, Ghana, Hungary, Mexico, the

Philippines, Uganda and Zimbabwe. They engaged in detailed analysis from

1997–2002, often alongside local Bank and IMF officials. Bank staff withdrew

from the process in August 2001.46 In April 2002, when the research, a 188-page

44Mail & Guardian, April 27, 2001.
45P. McCully, P. (2002), “Avoiding Solutions, Worsening Problems,” San Francisco, International Rivers

Network, 2002, khttp://www.irn.orgl, p. 40. For more on the background and South African politics associ-

ated with the Commission (headed by the local water minister, Kader Asmal), see P. Bond, Unsustainable

South Africa: Environment, Development and Social Protest (London: Merlin Press and Pietermaritzburg,

University of Natal Press, 2002), Chapters Three and Seven.
46Sapri provided six conclusions from the studies:

(1) Trade liberalization, financial sector liberalization, the weakening of state support and reduction of

demand for local goods and services have devastated local industries especially small and medium

sized enterprises providing most national employment.

(2) Structural and sectoral policy reforms in agriculture and mining have undermined the viability of small

farms, weakened food security and damaged the natural environment.

(3) A combination of labor market reforms, lay-offs resulting from privatization and the shrinking of labor-

intensive productive sectors have undermined the position of workers causing employment to drop, real

wages to fall, and workers’ rights to weaken.

(4) Privatization of public utilities and the application of user fees to health care and education have dis-

proportionately reduced the poor’s access to affordable services.

(5) Increased impoverishment caused by structural adjustment has affected women more than men.

(6) Anticipated gains in efficiency, competitiveness, savings and revenues from privatization have failed to

materialize. Trade liberalization has increased rather than decreased current-account deficits and external

debt, while transnational corporations have become more powerful in the structurally adjusted countries.
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report, The Policy Roots of Economic Crisis and Poverty, was tabled for action, civil

society groups found that Washington ignored them:

The Bank’s continual calls to street protesters to denounce as disingenuous,

and increase public pressure . . . to make the institution more open, democratic

and responsive to the people of the Global South . . . “This Sapri investigation

has shown that the same policies are being applied everywhere, with very

similar results,” said Lidy Nacpil of the Freedom from Debt Coalition,

Sapri’s lead organization in the Philippines. “The Bank may claim that it

has changed, but these policies remain firmly entrenched. It is imperative

that we maintain the pressure on the Bank and the IMF.”47

Richard Peet, author of a recent book on the Bank, observed:

In 2000, the World Bank published a report entitled Voices of the Poor: Can

Anyone Hear Us? with an introduction by Clare Short, UK Secretary of

State for International Development and James Wolfensohn, President of the

World Bank. The report reached safe, moralistic conclusions like “poverty is

multidimensional” and “households are crumbling under the stresses of

poverty.” The last sentence of the introduction reads: “Our hope is that the

voices in this book will call you to action as they have us.”

But in the case of Sapri, where thousands of civil society movements called on

the World Bank to listen, its action was simply to leave the discussion. Why

might this be? What these social movements were telling the Bank was that

the poverty they sought to “alleviate” had been produced by the structural

adjustments they themselves had imposed – that they were merely rectifying

a small part of their own massive mistakes. This made everything they had

done in the way of structural adjustment over the previous 20 years . . . not

meaningless (if only we were dealing with mere existential angst!), but perni-

cious, even malevolent, given that thousands of people active in development

had been telling them for years to stop “structurally adjusting” desperate

countries. So the President of the World Bank did not listen to Sapri,

because he could not. For he would hear, and he even might learn, that his

finest, most splendid ideas had produced the worst, most harmful effects.48

The third case, the Extractive Industry Review (EIR), also nearly went off the

rails when an April 2003, incident in Bali, Indonesia delegitimized the exercise

before a final report was drawn up. A meeting between the Bank, international

mining industry and civil society ended in an uproar when 15 environmental and

human rights groups left in protest. According to the New York Times, “The group

of reviewers set up by the Bank had already circulated its draft conclusions supporting

the Bank’s oil, gas and mining investments, even though conferences organized to

gather information from concerned groups and individuals in Asia, the Middle East

47khttp://www.saprin.org/l.
48R. Peet, The World Bank, IMF and WTO (London: Zed Books, 2003), Chapter Four.
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and Africa had not yet taken place.”49 This was a clear abuse of power, Oilwatch

Africa warned, because, “international financial institutions, northern governments

and transnational oil and gas companies force African countries to weaken or

abolish laws and regulations on the oil and gas industries and this leads to the viola-

tion of community rights.”50

From the outset, the EIR was a dubious venue to address such concerns, activists

found, even at the level of talk-shop etiquette during an April 2001 Rio de Janeiro session:

The facilitators tried to cut off a presentation by a Bank staff member that had

run overtime. The staff member ignored the facilitator and gave the microphone

to another Bank colleague who in turn (despite pleas from the facilitators)

turned it over to another Bank staff member . . .Bank staff had an overwhelm-

ing presence at the meeting, crowding out other stakeholders and providing

information that was neither objective nor appropriate for the Review.51

In the meantime, the Bank approved loans for two infamous pipelines, Chad-

Cameroon and Caspian, despite objections from the environmental, human rights

and social justice communities. By late 2003, civil societies indignation meant that

the EIR leader, former Indonesian environment minister Emil Salim, encountered

another legitimacy crisis for World Bank participation politics. As a response, he

ensured the civil society group message made it into the December 2003 draft find-

ings, including the recommendation that public funds should not be used to facilitate

private fossil-fuel profits. The recommendations would have meant an end to World

Bank coal lending by 2008 (worth billions in countries like India and China); manda-

tory revenue sharing with local communities; extensive environmental and social

impact assessments; “no go” zones for mining or drilling in environmentally sensitive

areas; no new mining projects that dump tailings in rivers; obligatory environmental

restructuring and increased renewable energy investments.

No one was surprised when lead Bank energy staffer Rashad Kaldany disagreed

with the recommendations.52 Several major environmental NGOs blasted the institution:

“One of the Bank’s most important environmental reforms of the 1990s was its more

cautious approach to high-risk infrastructure and forestry projects. This policy is now

being reversed. The World Bank recently announced that it would re-engage in conten-

tious water projects such as large dams in what it refers to as a ‘high risk/high reward’

strategy. In 2002, the Bank dismissed its ‘risk-averse’ approach to the forest sector when

it approved a new forest policy. The World Bank is also considering support for new

oil, mining, and gas projects in unstable and poorly governed countries, against the

recommendations of its own evaluation unit.”53

49New York Times, June 7, 2003.
50khttp://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/topic/governance/g2801eir.htmll.
51khttp://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/topic/governance/g2801eir.htmll.
52World Bank Press Review, December 10, 2003.
53Environmental Defense, Friends of the Earth, and International Rivers Network, Gambling With People’s

Lives (Washington and Berkeley, September 19, 2003).
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9. Starting from Scratch

Civil society enthusiasts of such commissions should have been warned by

insiders who also failed to move the Bretton Woods Institutions. From a vantagepoint

in the chief economist’s office during the late 1990s and early 2000s, David Ellerman

saw more than his share of reform gambits. Finally, Ellerman threw up his hands:

Agencies such as the World Bank and the IMF are now almost entirely motiv-

ated by big power politics and their own internal organizational imperatives.

All their energies are consumed in doing whatever is necessary to perpetuate

their global status. Intellectual and political energies spent trying to “reform”

these agencies are largely a waste of time and a misdirection of energies.

Dominant global institutions, like monopolies or dominant oligopolies

in the private sector, can be counted on to use the power to maintain their

dominance – and yet that dominance or monopolistic power is the root of

the problem.54

IMF abuse of power and dogmatic ideology were Stiglitz’s long-standing justifi-

cation for his August 2002 call to consider abolition:

I used to say that since we are going to need these institutions it is better to

reform them than to start from scratch. I’m beginning to have second thoughts.

I’m beginning to ask, has the credibility of the IMF been so eroded that maybe

it’s better to start from scratch? Is the institution so resistant to learning to

change, to becoming a more democratic institution, that maybe it is time

to think about creating some new institutions that really reflect today’s

reality, today’s greater sense of democracy. It is really time to re-ask the

question: should we reform or should we build from start?55

At the same time, a Columbia University colleague of Stiglitz, Jeffrey Sachs,

began arguing that low-income countries should not repay World Bank and IMF

loans, and should redirect debt servicing directly towards health and education.

Decapitalization of the Bretton Woods Institutions through a new wave of sovereign

defaults would be a sensible and direct closure tactic. After all, Sachs insisted, no one

“in the creditor world, including the White House, believes that those countries can

service these debts without extreme human cost. The money should instead be

rerouted as grants to be spent on more demanding social needs at home. Poor

countries should take the first step by demanding that all outstanding debt service

54D. Ellerman, Helping People Help Themselves: From the World Bank to an Alternative Philosophy of

Development (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004). Persuasion by reformists within the

chief economist’s office did not affect the institution, agreed William Easterly, a former senior staffer:

“There’s a big disconnect between World Bank operations and World Bank research. There’s almost an

organizational feud between the research wing and the rest of the Bank. The rest of the Bank thinks research

people are just talking about irrelevant things and don’t know the reality of what’s going on” (New York

Times, June 7, 2003).
55Financial Times, August 21, 2002. Stiglitz was interviewed by Doug Henwood on WBAI in New York.

“FIXED” OR “NIXED”? 101



payments to official creditors be reprocessed as grants for the fight against

HIV/AIDS.”56 The idea was not as outlandish as it appeared at first blush, according

to the Boston Globe, for during the 1980s Bolivia and Poland both got away with this

strategy: “Because the two countries used that money for social causes both were later

able to win debt forgiveness.”57

The other reason elite Post-Washington reformers like Stiglitz and Sachs can

readily propose radical reforms such as closure of the IMF and debt defaults is that

there is an economic necessity to clear unpayable loans. If we go back to the

1820s, the 1870s and the 1930s, it is obvious that the periodic build-up of foreign

debt required mass defaults, typically involving a third of all borrowing countries.

Figure 1, prepared by orthodox economist Barry Eichengren for the World Bank,

illustrates one extraordinary difference between those earlier default waves and the

more recent period: 1980s-90s defaults were avoided through debt restructuring pro-

cesses arranged by the Bank and IMF. However, the structural adjustment pain associ-

ated with debt restructurings was far worse than the meager gains from the deals. Most

importantly, the actual debt relief derived from restructuring was negligible, because

new financing merely added to the outstanding debt pile.

The main reason that the “restructuring” line replaces the “default” line in

Figure 1 is because the World Bank and IMF have effectively centralized creditor

power since the early 1980s. During earlier mass default episodes, no such centraliz-

ing device existed, so individual sovereign-debt bondholders in London, Paris and

New York took the hit. During the 1980s-90s, in contrast, Washington ensured the

Figure 1. The long-term record of sovereign bankruptcy: Percentage of countries in default,

1820-1999. Source: World Bank.58

56Interpress Service, August 2, 2002.
57Boston Globe, August 4, 2002.
58World Bank, Global Finance Tables 2000, Appendix G, Washington, 2000.
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creditors were repaid, no matter how odious or foolish their loans, and the hit

was taken by the people of developing nations. Dictators or other rogue leaders

who borrowed the money were generally left unscathed.

Default may be the logical option, since so few HIPC resources are being

allocated for debt relief. Argentina, Nigeria and Zimbabwe may have been the

highest-profile defaulters since 2000, but there are many more that will eventually

feel pressure from the grassroots, conduct a cost-benefit analysis, and decide that

default – combined with internal financing of development using local currency to

meet basic needs – is the common sense approach. George Soros has publicly com-

plained about the inadequate debt cancellation on offer from the Bretton Woods Insti-

tutions. Their “failure to bring the required relief indicates that there is something

fundamentally wrong with the international financial system as currently constitu-

ted . . . In recent years, the so-called Washington Consensus has put its faith in the

self-correcting nature of financial markets. That faith has been misplaced.”59

10. Conclusion: Nixing not Fixing the Bretton Woods Institutions

Cape Town’s Anglican Archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane makes the same

point – faith in top-down reforms is illusory – in no uncertain terms:

[If] we must release ourselves from debt peonage – by demanding the

repudiation and cancellation of debt – we will campaign to that end. And

if the World Bank and IMF continue to stand in the way of social progress,

movements like Jubilee South Africa will have no regrets about calling for

their abolition. To that end, the World Bank Bonds Boycott movement is

gaining even great momentum. Even a money center city like San Francisco

decided to redict funds away from Bank bonds into other investments, on

the moral grounds that taking profits from World Bank operations contrib-

utes to poverty, misery and ecological degradation. More and more investors

are realizing that profiting from poverty through World Bank bonds is not

only immoral, but will not make good financial sense as the market

shrinks.60

Removing the Bretton Woods component of global apartheid is a central strategy

for the global justice movements, especially those based in the Third World. Many

Africans, especially in the Jubilee movement, argue the merits of “nixing” not

“fixing” the Washington financial agencies, because they are:

. global neoliberalism’s “brains” and policemen;

. active across the African continent, in nearly every country;

59Financial Times, August 13, 2002.
60N. Ndungane, A World with a Human Face: A Voice from Africa (Cape Town: David Philip, 2003), p. 31.
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. reliant upon unreformed neoliberal logic, ranging from macroeconomics to micro

development policy;

. responsible for even project-level conditionality;

. capable of commodifying even the most vital public services; and

. experiencing periodic IMF riots and other activism, and have a severe legitimacy

crisis.

Campaigning has become quite surgical:

. several African and international lobbies aim to force the WB/IMF and WTO to

stop commodifying water, health, education and other services, and to remove

the institutions from destructive roles in mega-projects, such as large dams or

energy financing. They have achieved partial success because of citizen advocacy,

as the US Congress now prohibits health and education user-fee requirements on

Bank/IMF financing;

. global justice movement components such as Anti-Privatization Forums and

environmental justice groups exist in many southern African cities, and their

local struggles, such as those against Suez in Johannesburg, directly confront

World Bank neoliberalism;

. the Southern African People’s Solidarity Network links progressive activists,

churches, and others, in an explicit ideological challenge to the Washington

Consensus;

. Jubilee movements across Africa continue fighting for debt repudiation;

. the African Social Forum is developing tough positions on debt and development,

with the Southern African Social Forum demanding in November 2003 that Bretton

Woods personnel pack up and leave; and

. reparations protests and lawsuits are underway against financiers – including,

potentially, the Bank and IMF – which supported apartheid and African dictator-

ships.

The most intriguing tactic against global apartheid is the World Bank Bonds

Boycott, mentioned by Ndungane.61 US groups like Center for Economic Justice

and Global Exchange continued to work with Jubilee South Africa and Brazil’s

61khttp://www.worldbankboycott.orgl. Organizations that endorsed the WBBB included major religious

orders (the Conference of Major Superiors of Men, Pax Christi USA, the Unitarian Universalist General

Assembly, and others); the most important social responsibility funds (Calvert Group, Global Greengrants

Fund, Ben and Jerry’s Foundation, and Trillium Assets Management); the University of New Mexico

endowment fund; US cities in addition to San Francisco (including Milwaukee and Cambridge); and

major trade union pension/investment funds (e.g., Teamsters, Postal Workers, Service Employees Inter-

national, American Federation of Government Employees, Longshoremen, Communication Workers of

America, United Electrical Workers). During late 2003, the world’s largest pension fund, TIAA-CREF,

sold its World Bank bonds as campaigners made it a special target.
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Movement of the Landless, among others, to ask of their northern comrades: is it

ethical for socially-conscious people to invest in the World Bank by buying its

bonds (responsible for 80 percent of the Bank’s resources), hence drawing out divi-

dends which represent the fruits of enormous suffering? The boycott impressed a

London Evening Standard financial markets commentator during the IMF/Bank

spring 2002 meetings: “The growing sophistication of radical activists increases the

likelihood that once-accepted fixed-income investment practices can no longer be

taken as off limits from the threat of moral suasion.”62

In the short term, the boycott campaign sends a clear signal to the Bank: end anti-

social, environmentally-destructive activities, and cancel the debt! When enough

investors endorse the campaign, the Bank will suffer a declining bond rating,

making it fiduciarily irresponsible to invest. In turn, some organizers hope, this

lays the basis for a “run on the Bank,” to defund the institution entirely. This will

happen initially through a collapsed bond market and then through northern taxpayer

revolt, as the campaign gathers momentum and publicity.

The World Bank Bonds Boycott is only one of a variety of campaigns that could

become more explicitly anti-capitalist, or that could rest at a comfortable populist,

moral level. The anti-capitalist component of the global justice movements under-

stands that the World Bank and IMF may have changed their rhetoric but not their

structural adjustment programs. The rhetoric of “pro-poor” development does not

conceal that virtually everywhere, the Bretton Woods Institutions maintain their com-

mitment to accumulation by appropriation and dispossession. The institutions’ legiti-

macy is the only target that the African social movements can aim at. They have done

so in recent years with an increasingly militant perspective that worries not about the

World Bank’s “failure to consult” or “lack of transparency” or “undemocratic govern-

ance” – all easy populist critiques. Most of the attention that leading African activists

pay to the Washington Consensus ideology is to the core content: commodification,

whether in relation to water, electricity, housing, land, anti-retroviral medicines and

health services, education, basic income grant support or other social services,

ideally all at once and in cross-sectoral combinations.

It is there, in grassroots movements to decommodify the goods and services

which the World Bank and IMF increasingly put out of reach, that the only feasible

alternative strategy can be found. If the Bonds Boycott and subsequent taxpayer

revolts against the institutions can galvanize a popular “run on the Bank” from the

North, and if ongoing IMF Riots and occasional defaults by Third World governments

continue, then talk of reform will become just as irrelevant to those serious about

social change, as the reforms have been in practice to the operations of the Bank

and IMF.

62London Evening Standard, April 17, 2002.
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