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When Does Reform: Policy Influence Practice?
Lessons from the Bankwide Resettlement
Review

Jonathan A. Fox

How consistently does the World Banli implement its social and
environmental policy reforms, and how do we know? Advocacy non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) continue to document specific
project cases that fall short of the Bank’s own minimum social and envi-
ronmental standards. Bank staff recognize problems with specific proj-
ects, though in other cases debates over the “facts” persist. Critics and
defenders of the Bank differ sharply over whether individual “problem
projects” are the exception or the rule.

Because of the vast number, scale, diversity, and complexity of Bank-
funded investments, it is extremely difficult to document the precise scope
of Bankwide compliance versus noncompliance with its own reforms.
Most external critiques of Bankwide performance in entire sectors,
countries, or policy areas are based on information generated by the
Bank itself. However, the Bank’s own information on reform-policy
compliance turns out to be based more on official intentions than on in-
dependently verified, field-based information about implementation, as
this volume’s concluding chapter shows.

In contrast, the World Bank’s 1993-1994 resettlement review set a
still-unmatched precedent in terms of rigor, comprehensiveness, trans-
parency, and self-criticism. Insider reformers strategically used public
transparency as a tool for increased institutional accountability (de-
fined here as increased compliance with official reform commitments). -
The 1994 report, Resettlement and Development, was produced by
the Environment Department’s Resettlement Review Task Force, with
strong support from the vice president for Environmentally Sustainable
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Development, environmental staff in the regional operational depart-
ments, and elements within senior management and the board.?

Problems with “involuntary resettlement” have provoked some of the
most intense controversy between the World Bank, advocacy NGOs, and
grassroots movements. As many of the other studies in this volume sug-
gest, the impact of external criticism of the Bank often depends on the
uneven presence and leverage of pro-reform factions within the institu-
tion itself. In order to explain this interactive process, this chapter focuses
on the internal dynamics of policy reform. Reformists are defined here as
insiders who promote compliance with or strengthening of the Bank’s
social and environmental policy reforms—though not all are comfortable
with that label, because it implies a recognition of internal conflict.

The resettlement policy is the Bank’s first social/environmental reform
policy, dating from 1980, and is now highly institutionalized, including
explicit operational standards and benchmarks for staff to assess reset-
tlement issues in project design and implementation. The policy encour-
ages project managers to minimize involuntary resettlement in the first
place and then details how to “rehabilitate” those who are resettled in
order to leave them at least as well off as they were before relocation.
Technical guidelines were developed based on lessons from repeated social
disasters over previous decades. Nevertheless, the 1994 review docu-
mented high levels of Bank and borrowing government noncompliance.

One might have expected that the external scrutiny of the 1980s would
have created at least public relations incentives for avoiding overt reset-
tlement policy violations. Mass evictions provided critics with dramatic
photo opportunities, as when Indonesia’s Kedung Ombo Dam forced
villagers to cling to their homes while flood waters rose around them (see
Rumansara chapter, this volume). Forced resettlement attracted wide-
spread condemnation by human rights activists and environmentalists
around the world, creating rapid response, media savvy networks that
were ready to highlight violations of resettlement policy as examples of
much deeper problems with the World Bank’s approach to develop-
ment.?2 Though projects involving displacement accounted for 135 percent
of the Bank’s portfolio in dollar terms, the controversies they provoked
undermined international support for the institution as a whole. Never-
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theless, policy compliance did not improve markedly until the early
1990s—and then more for future than for ongoing projects.

This study addresses two questions about the interaction between
external pressure and institutional reform. First, the Resettlement and
Development report found that Bank compliance with the resettlement
policy increased in projects approved after 1992. Moreover, NGOs have
found significantly fewer new resettlement disasters in recent years. What
explains this partial progress toward institutional reform? Second, what
made the Bankwide review itself possible?

In response to the first question, the timing of the upturn in compliance
coincides with the height of India’s Narmada Dam conflict. Because the
reform policy had been largely ignored by much of the Bank’s opera-
tional apparatus for more than a decade, the timing of the increased
compliance strongly suggests that external political pressure was a crit-
ical factor. Internal Bank attention to resettlement issues also increased
during this period. The record of internal debates over resettlement at
the time reveals a pervasive staff fear of being caught with “another
Narmada.” To explain the second question—the origins of the Bankwide
review process itself—internal factors were more important. Indeed,
NGOs did not call for such a review. Key participants concur that the
assessment was the direct result of a strategic staff initiative, the culmi-
nation of years of internal education, research, and debate over how to
increase policy compliance. Nevertheless, it would be difficult to explain
high-level management’s support for the review process outside of the
context of the Narmada conflict. The record suggests that Bank senior
management decided to allow a serious preemptive search for other
“potential Narmadas.”

This chapter briefly discusses two alternative conceptual frameworks
for explaining institutional change: external pressure versus institutional
learning. A third approach—synthesizing elements of both—is proposed
to explain the World Bank’s experience with resettlement policy imple-
mentation. The policy itself is then described, followed by a discussion
of the Bankwide review’s origins and key findings. The chapter then
analyzes the tensions between the task force and the more recalcitrant
elements of the operational apparatus. The India portfolio is examined in






