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Statement by H.E. Ibrahim Al-Assaf 
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Saudi Arabia 
 

I wish to start with a word in appreciation of Trevor Manuel. For close to four years, he 
has contributed immensely in his lead role as the Chairman of this Committee.  I 
welcome his successor Alberto Carasquilla and wish him all success.  I also commend 
Thomas Bernes for his past work as Executive Secretary.  Further, I thank Zia Qureshi, 
our Interim Secretary, for facilitating the preparations for this meeting.  

In this “Year of Development”, the key role of the Development Committee is evident 
from the number of important and timely issues that are before us, as endorsed most 
recently in the U.N. Millennium Review Summit.  The agenda reflects and builds on the 
momentum established in recent years. The focus is now rightly on how we can best 
move forward to implement the work ahead in a cooperative and mutually beneficial 
manner.  It is in this context that I offer my selective comments. 

I will first focus on the Development Committee’s recent initiatives, especially the steps 
to accelerate progress toward reaching the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and 
the related challenge of addressing the problem of unsustainable debt burdens. I am 
encouraged that constructive proposals are afoot on both fronts.  

I endorse the renewed priority for speedy progress toward the MDGs. Here, the focus is 
rightly on the Action Plan for Africa, the continent most lagging on attaining the MDGs.  
I also agree that the central challenge here is to accelerate and sustain growth and 
development in Sub-Saharan Africa.  I am pleased to see the Bank’s response to our 
earlier request for an ambitious action plan.  I also commend the continued strengthening 
of reforms led by the Africans themselves with encouraging initiatives by their 
development partners. 

I welcome the four objectives suggested in the action plan for guiding the Bank’s support 
of increased commitments by the international community.  It is indeed vital to ensure 
effective delivery of aid commitments; strengthen the focus on results; coordinate and 
leverage aid to promote high performers, turnaround situations, and regional investments; 
and improve alignment and harmonization of the policies of the donors and benefiting 
countries.   I am also impressed by the twenty-five priority actions that the Bank itself has 
identified to support its goals.  Of course, these actions will have to be carefully 
implemented on a country-by-country basis.   

Major challenges nevertheless remain for Africa.  In particular, the region’s prospects 
continue to be weighed down by limited markets in small and often landlocked countries, 
persistent conflicts, excessive dependence on commodity exports, and the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic.  The importance of further capacity building, regional trade and infrastructure 
projects, and long-term social investments, especially in education, is indeed pressing.  
Much depends here on success of Africa’s own ongoing efforts to deepen current 
reforms, including steps for increased domestic resource mobilization and improved 
governance.  The difficulties notwithstanding, I am encouraged by the renewed sense of 
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African ownership as well as the promising signs of a more robust and sustained growth 
in some economies.  

The external environment remains critical.  Increased and diversified trade based on 
comparative advantage can, in the longer-term, help fuel internal modernization and 
economic development.  However, in Africa as in other regions, the success of the 
process will require actions by industrial countries to open their markets and dismantle 
trade-distorting subsidies -- a theme I will return to later. 

On aid effectiveness and aid financing, I am glad to note that the decade-long decline in 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) has ended. However, the aid volume is yet to 
show a significant rise in cash financing for the poorest countries.  Still well below the 
0.7 percent of GNI target, the aid total mostly includes special purpose grants for debt 
relief, emergency and technical assistance, and administrative support.  Here, the Bank 
and the other partner agencies can only monitor and report the developments, since the 
actual delivery of aid is up to the individual donors.  An independent evaluation of the 
progress being made could be helpful. Indeed, I encourage it.  Also, non-DAC donors 
with long experience in coordination should be part of the process.  Donors who have 
attained the 0.7 percent target, or are making renewed efforts to reach it, are providing a 
welcome boost to aid flows.  I encourage others to follow these examples. 

Concerning innovative financing,  I remain of the view that, as the Monterrey 
Consensus confirmed, exploring innovative sources of financing is worthwhile, but only 
provided these do not unduly burden the developing countries.  It seems some of the 
proposals, which had long had difficulty in attracting consensus, have now been dropped.  
The World Bank should contain any enthus iasm for reintroducing these.   On the 
remaining options, I take note that, the International Financial Facility for Immunization 
(IFFIm) and the airline ticket tax proposals are making progress with some donors, 
especially those yet to reach the 0.7 percent aid target.  

Turning to debt relief, I welcome the opportunity to discuss the G8 Gleneagles 
declaration on debt cancellation and aid augmentation.  I see this as an intended bold 
move to build on progress already made in ensuring a supportive international financial 
environment for development of the poorer and heavily indebted countries involved.  
Now that several months have passed since the Gleneagles announcement, the priority 
should be on ensuring just such an outcome.   I see three core principles as fundamental 
to guiding us as we deal with the complex legal and financial implications in 
implementing the G8 proposal.  

A core first principle clearly is to assure continued financial integrity and capacity of the 
International Development Association.  As an IDA shareholder, we in Saudi Arabia 
regard this issue as one of being faithful to our fiduciary responsibilities.  

Second, IDA’s financial viability can be assured by establishing a linkage between any 
debt cancellation with a related binding arrangement for delivery of the requisite 
replacement resources.  The precise modalities of such a linkage will have to be 
determined collectively by the donors who wish to be involved in this process.  I 
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welcome the initial steps that have been taken in this regard by the IDA Deputies and the 
IDA Board, and look forward to further work toward a resolution of the complex issues. 

The third point of principle concerns especially the need to reach out to non-G8 donors at 
an early stage when such proposals are being formulated.  It is also important to ensure 
that the borrowing countries are in fact net beneficiaries of any debt cancellation.  

Regarding the Doha Development Agenda and Aid for Trade , I welcome the progress 
made in advancing aid for trade through resources devoted to trade-related capacity 
building and technical assistance.  I note the conclusion that more has to be done, and that 
there may be a window of opportunity going forward.  For example, I agree that Poverty 
Reduction Strategies may not pay enough attention to sub-regional issues, as when roads 
are needed in remote areas of one country so that neighboring landlocked countries can 
transport their products to world markets.  While the details will need to be worked out 
by interested parties, the thrust of the recommendations offered to us in response to our 
request appears appropriate. 

On trade, where openness benefits all parties, I strongly concur that the majority of the 
developing countries will gain more from a successful Doha Round that opens industrial 
country markets and reduces subsidies than from any aid for trade package.  In listing 
leading actions, the Monterrey Consensus included not only such factors as domestic and 
external resource mobilization, financial and technical cooperation, and debt 
sustainability, but also the role of trade as an engine of development.  Indeed, in many 
cases, trade is the largest source of international financing.  The Monterrey Consensus 
singled out the crucial development role of enhanced and predictable access to all 
markets for exports of developing countries. 

I am also strongly of the view that the larger issue of trade is very much a matter for the 
Development Committee, whose full title stresses Transfer of Real Resources to 
Developing Countries.   I trust our Committee will therefore send a strong message on 
the vital developmental role of trade to help reinvigorate the negotiations under the Doha 
Round.    The documentation provided to us in this regard is frank and informative.  
Clearly, trading negotiations that do not begin to tear down barriers in especially 
agriculture cannot be characterized as a development round.  

As regards the Progress Reports presented for information, I have already alluded to the 
paper on aid financing and aid effectiveness.  I also welcome the paper on 
Infrastructure  and the World Bank, which highlights the sector’s importance for 
economic development in general and poverty reduction in particular.  It also confirms 
how the legacy of low investments has resulted in crippling infrastructural gaps in much 
of the developing world.  The causes, which are well known, include unduly high 
expectations on the potential role of the private sector as well as client resistance to 
increased costs of doing business with the Bank, including its environmental and social 
policies.  I am encouraged that the Bank has become more proactive in this area through 
its Infrastructure Action Plan.  That said, I also agree that increased spending on 
infrastructure has to be viewed in the broader context of adapting fiscal spending to 
investment and growth, with due regard for the importance of macroeconomic stability.  
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Still on infrastructural investments, I would urge greater use of potential synergies 
within the World Bank Group constituents, IBRD, IDA, the IFC, and MIGA.  In 
supporting infrastructure provision, and especially public-private partnerships, I see 
considerable potential to be realized in the Middle East and North Africa.  There is also 
an opportunity for IFC, under its new leadership, to register strong advances in this area, 
along with MIGA. 

I welcome the Review of World Bank Conditionality, which responds to our request a 
year ago with the focus rightly on suggesting a set of good practice principles.  However, 
in implementing these, caution will be needed to keep the Bank from moving beyond its 
mandate and becoming entangled in bilateral partners’ use of political conditionality.  
Regarding the annual reviews of the Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS) Approach, I 
agree that the focus should be mainly on a more even application of the agreed PRS core 
principles across concerned countries.  Tailoring the approach to conflict-affected and 
fragile country contexts will be especially important. 

Before I conclude, I welcome Paul Wolfowitz to his first Annual Meetings as President 
of the World Bank Group.  I wish him success in implementing the agreed strategy for 
the institution, including focus on the financial sustainability of IBRD and IDA; 
strengthened governance practices for the Board and the Management; exploitation of 
internal synergy; greater organizational effectiveness and a results-orientation; and the 
exercise of strategic selectivity.  This will surely help establish a firm strategic direction 
for the Bank Group to face the challenges ahead.  


