Response to Blinding with Science or Encouraging Debate: How World Bank Analysis Determines PRSP policies (Bretton Woods Project and World Vision, September 2002) from  Karen Brock and Rosemary McGee,  Participation Group Institute for Development Studies. 

We wanted to congratulate you on your paper.  It’s excellent and a really compelling read. We felt that several interesting issues for further discussion were raised.

On p.14 you argue that the Bank shouldn’t undertake all of the analysis that it does, with which we  strongly agree. You advocate that analysis commissioned by the Bank “should be defined and produced in an open manner and, ideally, be carried out by national researchers and civil society groups”. Whilst this solution would obviously reduce the size and authority of the international “expert” industry, which would be a positive thing for strengthening the voices of Southern experts, we think it’s a mistake to assume that getting research carried out by national researchers or  civil society groups is on its own a solution.  The Bank, with the financial power to pay high wages, will easily find both national researchers and CS groups to agree with it. Surely the key point to address is how to reduce the Bank’s role as a commissioning agent and controller of research, and therefore to look at alternative sources of research funding?  

Some officials in bilateral aid agencies are eager to put efforts behind the aim of reducing Bank’s role as commissioning agent/controller, by using their own capacity to commission as an alternative. Efforts by such officials could be strengthened by advocacy by NGOs and independent research institutions. In our 2001 review “Assessing participation in PRSPs....”, commissioned by DFID, we were encouraged to address some questions designed to shed critical light on the Bank’s all-embracing role in guiding PRS processes. A great opportunity, but it could only be done in a very tentative limited way in a desk review without being able to do critical empirical work oneself. 

It would be interesting to begin thinking about how, if studies were, as you write “reoriented to help different stakeholders to engage more meaningfully in debates about policy options”, a whole range of different skills, capacities and learning approaches would be needed - not to mention different institutional forms to nurture spaces where meaningful debate between a range of actors could take place.  These are issues which challenge the rules of the development research industry.

On p.15, you observe that DFID and Oxfam are calling for further analysis of the poverty impact of certain policy options. Again, this is an important call; but for us, a bit of historical analysis would strengthen it. The SAPRI analysed the impact of a certain policy option, and many of its findings were negative to the Bank. Even though the Bank and national governments were major stakeholders in SAPRI, its findings were selectively ignored by the Bank in the next round of policy design. So, while we might support the call for analysis of poverty and social impact of certain policy options, surely we need to back that call up with a more in-depth discussion of what the processes actually are by which such analyses are accepted or ignored; and the way that these processes are carried on behind closed doors.

We feel that the PSIA model, quite aside from being politically problematic in all the ways you outline in the briefing, is also very technically problematic. Ex-ante assessments of the things PSIAs are meant to assess are absolutely riddled with technical difficulties and uncertainties. In our limited knowledge of how the PSIA has been pursued so far, this fact has not been adequately recognised - again, a manifestation of the 'Bank knows all' mentality. There is no consensus, even among those with a narrow technocratic take on them, over how to assess some of these things. These technical black holes need to be exposed. The rows over them will start soon enough once the PSIA publishes findings, and although they are technical issues, they will be used to political ends: anything the Bank doesn't agree with may well get condemned as methodologically suspect. Previous examples of this include the SAPRI, and the Ugandan UWONET study on SAPs, to some extent. For those who believe in the usefulness of PSIAs, it was important that BEFORE PSIAs commenced, the very real methodological pitfalls were recognized and opened up to broad discussion; we  don't  see much evidence that this was the case. Could BWP commission a fairly technical review of the methodological problems about ex-ante impact assessments of this kind, and of how far these were actually considered when designing PSIAs? We think it would be very useful.

Before the Bank spent loads of money on producing a User’s Guide to PSIA, did anyone evaluate how useful and how used the Bank’s PRSP Sourcebook had been?  Feedback that we have had suggests that it was of little use - that in Southern countries people were really annoyed at the very idea of the Bank producing a 1000-page Sourcebook for a “nationally-owned” process, as the Ghanaian commentator cited in your briefing suggests. How much did the Sourcebook cost? Was that money well spent? Critical examination of such questions would help highlight the holes, inconsistencies, contradictions in the knowledge role the Bank has carved out for itself.  

In addition to these general points, two very small details:

p.12: you discuss Bank Poverty Assessments, “many of which have deliberately aimed to be participatory”. Poverty Assessments themselves do not, as we see it, deliberately aim to be participatory; it’s just that some of them have an add-on which is labelled “participatory” - a PPA. As Whitehead and Lockwood (1999) amongst many others have argued, the “participatory” bit doesn’t often really have much influence on the Poverty Assessment itself, or on the policy that comes from it.

p.19: you make UPPAP sound like a Bank project....  The first three-year phase had pretty minimal Bank involvement, though their funding did increase in the second phase.  But it has certainly been argued to us that one of the reasons UPPAP was what you call a “genuine collaboration” was because it was funded by donors (not the Bank) who were prepared to be remarkably flexible about their funding.  So it seemed odd that you put it together with the Vietnam PER and the VoP, which were very different processes.

Again, many thanks for such an interesting and useful read
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