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The Development Committee takes place this year, once again, in a context of great economic uncertainty 

and volatility.  In the last few years the World Bank Group (WBG), has been at the forefront of the 

response to the crises that have hit the developing world and has played a major role in helping countries 

face their consequences. Were the economic situation to deteriorate, we expect the Bank to respond to the 

needs of its client countries like in previous occasions with increased support. 

 

Meanwhile, the WBG is immersed in a reform process to better equip itself with the tools necessary to 

tackle new development challenges. This reform process received a clear bust with the April 2010’s 

package of reforms including new strategic directions, a capital increase, a governance reform and a 

process to modernize its instruments, organization and processes.  

 

Maybe one of the most visible changes has happened just recently: the process of selection of the new 

president. For the first time we have had three candidates, very strong ones, competing for the job in an 

open and transparent process, resulting in a landmark change of the governance of the institution. 

 

Still, many challenges lie ahead. The increased demand of its loans and the uncertain situation have led to 

renewed capital constraints, fiscal difficulties in developed countries could lead to a reduction in the 

availability of Trust Funds and this at a time where there is a transition of leadership in the WBG. 

 

In this context of uncertainty, two areas have emerged for the Bank as critical to achieve its objective of 

development and poverty reduction: leveraging the private sector for development and paying special 

attention to the need of the most vulnerable, the main topics of discussion of this Spring Development 

Committee. The response to those needs has to be through nimble and innovative approaches.  

 

Social Safety Nets: 

 

Safety Nets have proven to be instrumental to countries affected by severe economic shocks on how to 

minimize the toll of human suffering caused by systemic crises. However, safety nets are needed at any 

time and they should be built not in times of crises but rather before, so that countries can have them 

ready when they are needed most. Moreover, when the crisis hits it might be more difficult to find the 

required fiscal space. The experience of 2008-09 indicated that those countries that already had safety 

nets were able to give an immediate response to the crisis, preventing severe consequences that would 

have had a long term impact in the future growth possibilities.  

 

Countries cannot afford not to have Safety Nets and the World Bank Group, due to its cross-country 

experience, has a crucial role to play in assisting governments to build crisis responsive safety nets. Given 

the uncertainties in the global economic outlook and, hence, the need to rebuild as much fiscal space as 

possible to respond to the unforeseen, the World Bank will need to help countries ensure the affordability 

of social safety nets and to avoid reducing incentives to work. Sharply targeted, efficient and effective 

safety nets need not to account for more than 1% of GDP, as evidenced by the worldwide recognized 
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Mexico’s Oportunidades Program. The design of the safety nets is a key element in ensuring its long term 

sustainability and avoiding conflict with other social and labor programs, for example with programs to 

incentivize jobs . 

 

The design of safety nets also needs to carefully incorporate nutrition aspects. This year’s Global 

Monitoring Report’s focus on food prices and nutrition is particularly timely. As the report points out, 

malnutrition affects early childhood development and early life conditions, in turn, disproportionately 

influence adult human capital formation, reducing cognitive and non-cognitive skills, increasing the 

probability of dropping out of school and of suffering chronic disease. Thus the role of safety nets is key 

to avoid a crisis to cause a lost generation. 

 

In most countries there is a growing interest and a political will to improve their safety nets through the 

right investments in systems and knowledge. The South-South exchanges of evidence, both analytical and 

practical, are essential to establishing and improving safety nets. The Bank has the capacity, the 

comparative advantage and the leadership to be able to add value to this process, through financing, 

technical assistance and capacity building. 

 

Leveraging the Private Sector:  

 

We are convinced that a vibrant private sector is  at the center of achieving sustainable development of an 

economy, creating jobs and providing the opportunity to reduce poverty, and those being the World Bank 

Group’s (WBG) main priorities, there is a clear case for the contribution of the WBG to support the 

private sector in its clients countries, both directly, through the IFC and MIGA and indirectly, helping 

countries to establish an environment conducive to the development of the Private Sector.  

 

Direct and indirect support to the private sector should be coordinated to be most effective. In that sense, 

we believe that the different World Bank Group institutions should reinforce their integration and work 

together to ensure a coherent approach and to exploit synergies. 

 

We welcome the efforts of the WBG to increase its direct support to the companies operating in 

developing countries, in particular in response to the crisis, and in the case of IFC and MIGA without a 

sizeable capital increase. In any case, given the financial needs, capital constraints will remain binding, so 

IFC will still have to be selective and focus on projects with the highest development impact, particularly 

in frontier regions and in SMEs.  

 

The WBG´s support to the enabling environment is a complex task. The WBG should tailor the support to 

each country´s circumstances and avoid too simplistic messages based on a mechanical reading of 

indicators. One aspect that could be reinforced is the support to the adoption and modernization of pro-

competition policies.  

 

Finally, the WBG’s support to the private sector has to keep a focus on responding to the main challenges 

that Developing Countries are going to face in the coming years: ensuring financing for development, in 

particular in the infrastructure area, promoting job creation, ensuring food security, providing financing 

for climate change mitigation and ensuring inclusive and sustainable growth. Furthermore, those are often 

the areas where the WBG can deploy its already proven innovation capacity, one of its most remarkable 

strengths.  

 

To successfully achieve its objectives, the Bank is increasing its efforts to modernize its products, 

organization and systems, in what we believe should be a continuous task. We are encouraged by the 

Bank’s tremendous progress towards a more results-based, open and accountable institution. We are 

especially pleased with the progresses achieved in increasing transparency through the initiatives of Open 
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Data, Open Development and its new Access to Information Policy that have transformed the way the 

Bank works, and of the increased accountability, particularly with the presentation of the Corporate 

Scorecard during last year´s Annual Meetings.  Going forward, efforts must be made to ensure a more 

nimble and responsive World Bank. 

 

We are proud to congratulate Mr. Jim Yong Kim for his recent appointment as President of the WBG. He 

will have the responsibility to steer the WBG and maintain its leadership in a changing aid landscape. 

This is no easy job, as the Bank will be confronted to many challenges in the years to come, among them 

ensuring the sustainability of IDA in a tough fiscal environment, advancing actions in climate change 

mitigation and adaptation and keeping the engagement with Middle Income Countries, recognizing the 

new role they play in the global economy.  

 

Finally, we want to take the opportunity of Mr Zoellick’s last Development Committee as President of the 

WBG to recognize the great impulse he has given to the institution. During his mandate, important 

milestones have been achieved: The first capital increase for IBRD in 20 years, the voice reform that 

increased the involvement of developing countries, two record IDA replenishments have taken place, the 

Bank launched its third ever new lending instrument- Program for Results, IFC increased significantly its 

lending to the private sector, and the modernization process took hold.  

 


