TRANSCRIPT
 
Sir Mark Malloch Brown
Keynote Address
CommNet Forum
May 7, 2007
 
Marwan Muasher: For many of you our keynote speaker needs no introduction. Many of you knew him during his five years at the World Bank when he was the Vice President for External Affairs, back when he was known simply as Mark. Knowing the many people he hired and worked with here, his imprint on External Affairs at the Bank has been a lasting one. The man we now know as Sir Mark Malloch Brown, served as UN Deputy Secretary General until the end of last year; when he stepped down at the time of Kofi Annan’s retirement. He had served as Chief of Staff to the Secretary General and from 1999 to 2005 as Administrator of the United Nations Development Programme, UNDP. His range of experience at the top of the UN covered a gamut of issues: development, political, and security matters, as well as management. He was deeply involved in framing and championing the Millennium Development Goals and under his leadership the UNDP’s resources doubled to more than $4 billion a year. He was recently named Vice Chairman of Soros Fund Management and of the Open Society Institute, and is currently a Distinguished Visiting Fellow at the Yale Center for the Study of Globalization. I’m very happy to present to you our keynote speaker for the morning, Sir Mark Malloch Brown.

 

Sir Mark Malloch Brown: Well, it’s nice to be home and to see so many old friends still in the audience, although I do feel like the member of the family who has emerged from ten years of being abroad and comes back and finds the family has grown in the time I was away, because I don’t think we could have quite, in my EXT days, have filled the hall in the way that the communications family has today. I was thrilled to hear with all of you, I suspect for a first time, Marwan as your new Leader in Chief. I knew him in his days as Foreign Minister in Jordan, and I just know what great leadership he is going to give this Vice Presidency. I did joke to him when I saw him earlier this morning that being Foreign Minister of Jordan you’re used to rumors of coups, civil wars, invasions of neighbors, but all of it was but preparation for taking over this function at EXT at this time. In 1994, when I became head of EXT, I felt that I was struggling with a crisis in the organization that many of you came and joined me to help manage. Certainly, I realize it was child’s play compared to the difficulties that you face today. But let me just start with perhaps what does link the two periods.

 

In 1994 the Bank was facing a very large number of external barriers and external critics and enemies. The level of criticism from civil society, which had infected the views of many governments in developing countries as well, had reached a point where there was a kind of inbuilt resistance to World Bank advice and policies. There was a sense that structural adjustment, user fees for education, a series of other policies had been tagged as reflective of an institution which was in the control of a narrow group of Western paymasters. 

 

I recall that year just after I had started the World Bank Annual Meetings in Madrid, Spain, where quite literally the institution was under siege. I remember very well on arrival here how many of our wonderful colleagues across the operational and other sides of the Bank felt very personally under siege, under siege in their neighborhoods around Washington, under siege if they go to meetings of their kids at school. The Bank had been painted as this sort of evil force which was anti-development and anti-reduction of poverty. It had reached a point where almost everything that Bank staff and the leadership did unintentionally reinforced that image. It was very aggravating and difficult for people in the organization, because all of them, like I think all of us, had come into this work as a vocational career choice -- the chance to work for the world’s greatest development institution -- and therefore to suddenly be marked an almost black-balled, as an enemy of development, was a huge emotional challenge individually and also institutionally for everybody involved. I learnt then that the institution and the people in it are very thin-skinned. That is perhaps the lesson to bear in mind as you move towards this crisis that you must deal with. 

 

I also learnt one other thing which was that we began where I think you will have to begin which is repairing the legitimacy and trust of the institution because we concluded that unless people trusted the World Bank, as really putting the interests of the poor first, any advice or any advocacy that we try to do would run into such a wall of skepticism that it would fall and fail. So, we worked a lot to try and show that this was an institution which was reforming and changing and that was in touch with the people it sought to serve. Obviously, Jim Wolfensohn’s arrival shortly after mine’s sort of gave a huge turbo-charging to that kind of approach. 

 

Then I remember appearing in the editorial rooms of the Financial Times in London and being given a lecture by Martin Wolf, its distinguished columnist, and ex-World Bank staffer. He said, enough of this effort to tell us what a fine institution the World Bank is and all the reform the management is doing, we’re not interested. What we’re interested in is this: Is the Bank making a difference on the ground, is poverty falling, is the environment improving? I took a slightly different lesson to the one he meant, because I think he was making the point for effect. But I was left with a strong sense that the key to restoring the reputation of the Bank lay around us becoming powerful advocates for issues -- for the Millennium Development Goals, for the fight against poverty -- and that we mustn’t be consumed with the institution itself. It’s a vehicle which serves as goals, and if those goals are seen has being served well, people are not terribly interested in the institution. The only time they get interested is when the institution seems to have become an obstacle to the achievement of those goals. 

 

So, we were lucky enough to then be able to concentrate on things like debt and poverty and education and the environment, and to build up the campaigning strength of the organization to promote those goals. Well, the events of the last couple of months mean you are not lucky enough, the institution is back and central to how the world sees you. You once more have to persuade people that this is an institution to be trusted, an institution whose interests are aligned with those it seeks to help in developing countries. In a way, whatever else you decide here this week, until that issue is clear, until you know how you can go out of here, back to the country offices, to talk about an institution which has learned from the events of recent weeks and months, which has found ways to rebuild trust with those it seeks to serve, almost everything else you say will fall on deaf ears. I think there is no way around that. 

 

Now, I just want to make one observation about the crisis itself. It wouldn’t be right to get up here and take sides in a political or partisan way. I have known Paul Wolfowitz well for a long time. We were campaigning together, before either of us was at the World Bank, to get the siege of Sarajevo lifted by a robust American and NATO involvement. We’d known of each other since I worked for Cory Aquino in the Philippines and he had been a senior Reagan official who had actually been very much on the right side of that argument and helped to persuade the Reagan administration to drop their support for Marcos. So, I’ve known him and respected him for a long time, but I must say I thought he was dead from day one. And not for the reasons that perhaps would come to mind to any of you, but because of the method of his selection. That is absolutely impossible in the 21st century that a President of a major international institution can be chosen through some backroom casual process in the White House to do with broader issues of moving the pieces around on the board of a second-term administration. 

 

Let me say that I make exactly the same argument about the institution I have most recently come from, the United Nations, where you know I was extremely proud that when I stepped down as Administrator of UNDP, we were able to create a competitive, transparent process where the best qualified candidate and former colleague of all of ours, Kemal Dervis emerged as the new Administrator of UNDP. I called up him and a number of other prominent developing country leaders, many of whom had also worked at the World Bank, and said put your names in the ring for this job. Kemal apart, the others said no way, it has always been an American until you, and if it’s not going to be an American, the furthest they will stray is another European like you. I said no, we have a Secretary General who is absolutely persuaded that the way to recover the legitimacy of these organizations is to have transparency and openness in the selection of their leadership. 

 

I am sorry to say that I’m not sure that those principles that we asserted very, very strongly during our time at the UN are necessarily the guiding principals of senior appointments now at the UN. I feel governments have failed even to open up the selection and election of a Secretary Generalship itself to the kind of competitive global process it should be. These institutions potentially play a huge role in humanity’s future and destiny. We all know from the jobs we do that almost every issue from climate change to poverty to migration to domestic issues of what kind of level of taxes you can charge without driving business away to a lower-cost neighbor. What kind of full employment policies you can run, what kind of health care service you can afford -- all these issues have become global and interrelated and no government alone can fix these issues without reference to some kind of system of international cooperation and collaboration. At the apex of all of those systems lie institutions like the World Bank and the UN and UNDP. Unless they have a leadership that has been selected in a process that people everywhere can recognize as legitimate and inclusive and reflective of and ownership of the institutions which is global but balanced, reflective of different countries’ size and economic weight, but nevertheless balanced and inclusive so that every country is able to participate. Unless we can build those kinds of institutions, there is a real danger that we -- all of us, UN, Bank alike -- risk marginalization because we won’t be seen as legitimate and trusted around the world.

 

Now, let me just say that I think therefore for the Bank inevitably the resolution of this crisis, the restoration of legitimacy to the Presidency itself, the healing of these wounds which run back way before this crisis itself, both on the election process but also in terms of the representativeness of the Board and the balance of votes between developing and developed countries. Until all of this is fixed at the top end, it’s very hard for legitimacy to flow down through the institution to cover every other aspect of the Bank’s legitimacy vis-à-vis outside stakeholders. 

 

Let me move on to say that obviously once this crisis is resolved, you then do have to deal with two issues of the focus of your work and the partnerships you make to achieve it. I was very struck in preparing to talk to you today, going back and for the first time for a little while reading a lot of the documents for the Development Committee and finding in some ways things have changed and in other ways they haven’t changed (certainly the language remains the same). I realize how easily we drift away from the central fundamental anchors of what any of these institutions do. In the case of the Bank it seems to me that there is a kind of quantitative role vis-à-vis the poor countries and the failed states and a more qualitative role towards the middle income countries that has been with you for many years and which somehow is getting a little lost in terms of the sharpness of its focus, and yet which is a central and critical underpinning in the eyes of most of your stakeholders. 

 

The first is that the quantitative role vis-à-vis the poor countries which rests heavily but not exclusively on IDA, because it also rests on so much of the technical assistance work that you do. You know, far from this being kind of sucked up into a kind of Wall Street Journal line about the Bank being redundant and not necessary anymore, the crisis of poverty is, as we all know, as acute as it has ever been. Yet equally the possibility of reducing poverty is better than it has ever been, and therefore an urgency and a sharpness about our communications of what we as a development community have to achieve by 2015 is enormously, enormously important. What I think I saw in those Development Committee documents was a little bit of a kind of fall back on the old language of analysis of the problem, but perhaps what was gone was the passion about the solutions and the need perhaps to rehabilitate that. 

 

Second, on the middle income countries, where we know that there remains significant pockets of extreme inequality, where we know that growth has not been accompanied by necessarily the progress and the social indicators of health or education, and has certainly often led to and contributed to environmental degradation in that sense. We know your role isn’t finished, that there are non-lending tasks in some cases, but lending tasks in others. There is an enormously important set of qualitative interventions that the Bank should be making the case for, doing, promoting, and explaining. 

 

So, while there’s nothing new about what I’ve said versus the Bank of when I was here, almost a decade ago, somehow that clear defense, that story of the two roles of the Bank for the poor and the middle income countries is I would suggest to you all not coming through perhaps as clearly as it should. If that message represents continuity, I would also suggest to you that in some ways the world you’re now dealing with has changed very, very fundamentally. 

 

When I worked with you all at External Affairs, really there was one overriding macro political fact that we had to deal with, which was a sense that the Bank somehow was, as I said at the beginning, a captive of powerful Western economic interests and for all its talk about poverty, it didn’t really believe in the kind of grassroots bottom up, poverty reducing development that it purported to in its pamphlets and its public relations. 

 

Today, the political challenge is much more complex because the world is much more complex. The events triggered by 9/11 and by the invasion of Iraq have set up all kinds of new divisions in our world: a division between the Muslim world and parts of the West, new divisions within countries. Within countries themselves, separate to that, huge new challenges to the effectiveness of the state as the right kind of organizing unit. In my own country Britain, Scotland began a possible path towards seizing back some degree of independence for itself. In Africa, where boundaries were deliberately frozen at the decolonization point, we see increasing tensions which you have to believe over the next ten years will lead to some redrawing of that region’s boundaries. In the Balkans, in Asia, we see similar tensions where ethnic, religious, class and other divisions are starting to pull apart the neat set of nation-states that we thought we had formed by the end of the last century. All of this plays into the work of the Bank. It’s not that you should take sides on it, but you need the political sophistication to skirt your way through this, keeping an eye on your compass point, which is the needs of the poor and the development challenge. 

 

In a sense the real reason that I followed Martin Wolf’s advice and stopped talking about the institution when I was here and started to try and talk about issues and campaigns and policies as a way of indirectly telling the story of the institution was I realized that the biggest problem for the Bank is that the more you praise yourselves and your assets and the number of economists there are in the organization and the number of reports you’ve written, the more you feed an institution who the rest of the world thinks of as too big, too powerful, too strong. It completely is a sort of perfect backfire in terms of a public relations strategy, because the more you pat yourselves on the shoulder, the more threatening you become to the rest of the development community and to the governments that you seek to serve, and the more distance you put between yourselves and the world’s poor. You have to find a way of leveraging those very real and admirable strengths which do make you the best development institution in the world into a much more networked and open and partnershipped organization. I know this was very much the talk of the years I was here and the remaining years of Jim Wolfensohn’s presidency after I went, and it carried on through the years or Paul Wolfowitz. 

 

You’re not that good at walking the talk. There is a big difference between talking partnerships and doing them. It seems to me a new External Affairs, as Marwan described it, really taking on the relationship with the outside stakeholders and constituencies, has to start building those feedback two-way loops into your external engagement. You have got to be an organization which is genuinely seen as networked and connected to small NGOs, big financial development partners, governments, but also communities and sub-government levels of national organization, because world power is reorganizing itself in these new forms. States are in any reasonable measure of things less powerful than they were ten or twenty years ago, forced to share power more with civil society, with the private sector, with regional organizations and with sub-national organizations, more and more deferential to local cultural drives, whether it is of small regions seeking independence or a greater voice for themselves. As all of this process of dismembering the kind of the monolithic nation state of the past takes place, the Bank cannot afford to remain this monolithic closed institution partnering a set of partners - the states - who are themselves going though a similar profound transformation. 

 

So, both to serve your own efforts of recovering legitimacy and seen as an organization right there in the field of development, not isolated back here, but to find your new partners, to find the people with whom change can be made, recovering those kinds and building those kinds of linkages with non-state actors, is I suspect, going to be even more critical going forward than it has been in the past. 

 

So, let me just in conclusion say, I hope you remain the campaigning organization that I think we all became and tried to be during the years I was with you. I hope you will develop the political skills to navigate these rapidly changing waters of new patterns of international confrontation and conflict, but also of change within nations as the old institutions crumble and a new more decentralized, dispersed kind of political and economic power forms around the world, and that you will find ways of connecting to it. All of this is a medium-term strategy which obviously has to follow on the first great challenge, which is living through the weeks ahead to a point where you can go out and face the world and start rebuilding the trust and legitimacy of the institution and the connections between those you seek to serve and the institution itself. Thank you very much.

