
October 9, 2012 
 
Ms. Pamela Cox 
East Asia and Pacific Regional Vice President 
The World Bank 
1818 H Street, NW 
Washington, DC 20433 USA 
 
Cc: Ms. Karin Finkelston, IFC Vice President, Asia Pacific 
World Bank Board of Executive Directors 
 
Re: World Bank Group Re-engagement with Burma 
 
Dear Ms. Cox, 
 
We write to you to share our recommendations for the World Bank Group as it re-
engages with Burma. 
 
The Group has a rare opportunity to shape the development agenda in Burma by 
pressing for enhanced transparency, accountability, and respect for human rights 
through the re-engagement process. Experience elsewhere has shown that if these 
reforms do not take place early in a transition, they are much more difficult to 
achieve later on. The Group should ensure the proper sequencing, priorities, and 
safeguards for its programs in Burma. 

Fiscal transparency and accountability, and respect for human rights are essential 
for development assistance to be meaningful in Burma, particularly as the country’s 
finances and governance have been opaque for so long. Human Rights Watch is 
encouraged that the World Bank plans to initially focus efforts in Burma in part on 
enhancing fiscal transparency and government accountability. However, we feel 
strongly that the Group should make clear now, in the context of the Interim 
Strategy Note (ISN), that the Burmese government will be eligible for lending, on a 
limited basis, only when it achieves significant progress with regard to fiscal 
transparency and accountability, as well as giving priority to urgent social needs, 
implementing the necessary reforms to enable full civil society participation, and 
enhancing social accountability. The Group should further expressly state that such 
lending would be subject to an assessment of the risk of adverse impacts on 
human rights and implementing adequate measures to address such risks.  

A more detailed outline of our recommendations can be found in the attached 
memo, which we sent to World Bank staff during the consultation period last 
month. We also took part in consultation meetings on the draft ISN in Chiang Mai, 
Thailand, and Washington, DC. 

1. The World Bank Group Should Require Demonstrable Advances on Fiscal 
Transparency and Accountability before Lending 
The Group should articulate in the ISN that Burma will be eligible for lending once it 
makes significant advances toward:  
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 Implementing best practice on transparency and accountability over government finances;  
 Terminating all off-budget military funding and securing proper parliamentary oversight over the 

military’s budget; and  
 Prioritizing urgent economic and social needs.  

 
The World Bank should provide the necessary technical assistance to advance these conditions. 
 
2. Ensure Civic Participation in Identifying and Shaping Development Priorities 
The World Bank has increasingly emphasized the importance of civic participation – involvement by civil 
society – and social accountability for sustainable development. These themes should be reflected in the 
Group’s ISN for Burma, with respect to the Bank’s own practices and the reforms that it presses the 
government of Burma to implement. The Group should not only engage with civil society groups in 
preparation for Bank-funded projects, but also encourage the Burmese government to institute the systemic 
reforms necessary for open public debate to thrive in Burma, enabling citizens to hold the government 
accountable. The Group should state in the ISN that Burma will be eligible for lending once it achieves 
significant progress in this area. 
 
3. Articulate Key Human Rights Concerns as Challenges to Burma’s Development Goals 
The summary of the draft ISN offers a vague and overly positive assessment of Burma’s progress on human 
rights. The Group’s analysis should be counterbalanced with a frank acknowledgment of ongoing problems, 
which are only hinted at in the draft. In particular, in its ISN, the World Bank should highlight specific human 
rights concerns related to the government’s interactions with the country’s ethnic minorities, including 
addressing the sectarian violence in Arakan State and the ongoing armed conflict in Kachin State, which 
present challenges to Burma’s development goals.  
 
4. Highlight Need for Key Reforms 
The Group should, through the ISN, highlight the importance of labor, land, citizenship law, and anti-
corruption reforms for sustainable development in Burma, and recognize the current state of the laws in 
these areas as challenges to Burma’s development goals.  
 
5. Analyze the Potential Human Rights Impact of Group Projects 
The history of rights abuses and corruption in Burma in relation to infrastructure projects, coupled with the 
country’s history of economic isolation, underscores the importance of analyzing the potential impact of 
proposed projects on human rights and taking steps to mitigate any adverse impacts. The Group should 
require that proposed projects in Burma go forward only after the potential human rights impacts of a 
project have been analyzed and the necessary steps taken to mitigate any adverse impacts. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of these important issues. Please do not hesitate to contact me should you 
wish to discuss these matters further. We would be delighted to meet with you or your staff to take this 
conversation forward. 
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Jessica Evans  
Senior Advocate/Researcher for International Financial Institutions 
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