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The World Bank Group (WBG) is faced with the challenge of adapting to a rapidly changing world. Climate 

change, cyclical economic crises, conflict and displacement, and the data revolution demand that we 

reassess our fitness for purpose and redefine our role within the global architecture of international 

development. While the WBG cannot be a universal firefighter, these dynamic global circumstances present 

an opportunity to set an ambitious agenda for the next 15 years in the broader framework of the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Addis Ababa Action Agenda.  

 

It’s timely and pertinent that forced displacement - a headline issue that has imbued our discussion about 

the Group’s future with a sense of urgency - is set to dominate this year’s Development Committee 

discussion. The massive inflow of refugees into Europe merely highlights the magnitude of human suffering 

experienced by 20 million forcibly displaced worldwide.  

 

Forced Displacement: an Opportunity to Lead  

 
The roots of the forced displacement crisis run deeper, and its consequences further than the 24-hour news 

cycle suggests. This makes forced displacement an integral part of our Forward Look stock taking exercise 

on the future role of the Bank. The Syrian refugees represent but one fifth of all forcibly displaced. 

Developing countries host the overwhelming majority of them – that is, 86 percent. Therefore, the recent 

increase in inflow of refugees into neighboring countries and Europe is clearly a symptom of a more deep-

seated malaise - conflict and fragility, subdued growth, and failing social contracts.  

 

In crisis lies opportunity: the spotlight on forced displacement gives us a welcome chance to intensify our 

efforts to seek complex solutions in tandem with other development partners. But we must do so smartly. 

First, we must do better. This means we have to be more effective and channel our wisdom and limited 

resources into niches where the Bank can claim a distinct comparative advantage over other actors. These 

are streamlined around socio-economic aspects of displacement: livelihoods, basic services and social 

safety nets for both refugees and host communities, and integrating the displaced into long-term 

development planning. 

 

Second, we must do more. This means being more creative and cooperative: we can use our convening 

power to mobilize additional funding, especially from the private sector as well as knowledge, where it is 

most needed. The up-coming World Humanitarian Summit in May will be an opportunity to flesh out ideas 

and strengthen coordination between relevant stakeholders. 
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Key Challenges  

 

The core of the WBG’s mission should continue to lie primarily in reducing poverty and inequality and 

promoting sustainable and inclusive growth, notably by mitigating market failures and catalyzing economic 

opportunities for all. While multilateral development banks, the World Bank Group included, can engage 

on humanitarian matters when it comes to resource mobilization, they should remain focused on long-term 

development: addressing fragility, building resilience to shocks and supporting livelihoods of the displaced 

and host communities. 

 

The WBG should pursue complementary action in addressing both new and protracted cases of forced 

displacement. When a new displacement occurs, the WBG can step in based on demand, but the main 

responsibility needs to stay with governments and with the assistance of humanitarian agencies. The WBG 

can assist these actors with development expertise, lending, knowledge and convening power. Once 

displacement becomes protracted, the WBG could take on a more prominent role, due in part to its 

comparative advantage in conducting data-driven analysis and formulating evidence-based policy 

recommendations. When dealing with existing forced displacement, the Bank can first and foremost help 

clients and partners understand the drivers of displacement, especially in socio-economic terms. The 

Bank can then translate these conclusions into livelihood opportunities, basic service provision and social 

safety nets for both refugees and their host communities. Furthermore, to secure these gains and make them 

sustainable, the Bank can work with governments to address structural problems: integrating displaced 

populations into development planning, strengthening public finance management and improving the 

investment environment.  

 

On top of addressing forced displacement already under way, the Bank can help strengthen preparedness 

and prevention to help avoid spillovers and additional crises.  In this vein, we appreciate the Bank’s disaster 

risk prevention focus and efforts, in particular its progress in mainstreaming disaster risk management, 

weighing disaster and climate risks when designing strategies/operations and building resilience through 

partnerships. Nevertheless, the Bank can do more to tie in the private sector, for instance to insure against 

these risks.   

 

As prevention is critical in addressing fragility, we call on the World Bank Group to intensify its work in 

fragile and conflict-affected situations (FCS). As part of a comprehensive strategy to address current and 

future displacement crises, it should focus on identifying and tackling the “push” factors of displacement, 

such as climate change, governance, and economic shocks. In turn, to build more resilience, the Bank should 

support in building state capacity, promoting sound management of public finances, pursuing 

reconstruction efforts and maintaining basic service provision. Where it can do more is de-risking 

investments, mobilizing capital and enhancing FCS countries’ capacity to attract long-term investment and 

create jobs. The WBG can do so by acting as an intermediary in risk management transactions to crowd in 

the private sector as a risk taker.  

 

Adopting a more holistic perspective, forced displacement cannot easily be separated from economic 

migration. Waves of migration in pursuit of economic opportunities have serious implications, while also 

offering opportunities, for the development of both host countries and countries of origin. Accordingly, the 

Bank should scale up its work in line with the Sustainable Development Goals and the Financing for 

Development objectives, for instance by focusing on labor market distortions. To underline the importance 

of this agenda, our constituency and the Luxembourg Presidency of the Council of the European Union co-

organized a conference on migration with the WBG last December. The event, inter alia, highlighted the 

need for more data and knowledge-sharing and increased collaboration on migration across the Group. We 

also believe that the displacement crisis, and economic migration more broadly, should be included in 

IDA18’s list of priorities. These issues can be addressed under the Special Theme on FCS, as displacement 

often coincides with fragility or conflict. 
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Mounting Challenges and Looking Ahead: the Forward Look and Financial Sustainability 

 
Forced displacement is hardly a standalone issue. It is embedded in an increasingly complex universe of 

global challenges: uneven progress in poverty reduction, rising inequality, aging populations, climate 

change, fragility and pandemics, and greater vulnerability of each nation to crises in general. The world 

economy is caught up in the cycle of slow growth and recovery, and high uncertainty clouds the medium 

term outlook.  Eradicating poverty is getting more difficult due to its “stickiness”. Extreme poverty is 

increasingly concentrated in low and lower-middle-income countries and FCS, while the middle-income 

countries harbor much of the growing proportion of the moderately poor. The above-mentioned issues 

reiterate the raison d’être and added value of the World Bank Group’s work.  

 

Yet crucially, the global economic developments call for a reassessment of the World Bank Group’s 

strategy for building self-sustainable growth models in client countries. This vision of long-term 

development requires inter alia strong country systems, good governance, robust domestic resource 

mobilization, and accelerated private sector development. Deep and coherent structural reform is key to 

recovering from the current slowdown and sustaining medium-term growth.  

 

In their efforts to achieve this goal, clients need to reap more benefits from financing, and also from the 

Bank’s other invaluable asset: knowledge. On the financial front, the Bank must clearly delineate 

responsibilities with the IMF in providing countercyclical financing, leverage concessional, non-

concessional and private investment flows, account for clients’ absorptive capacity, and strengthen the 

existing portfolio. Overall, we should also steer the IFC to invest more into exploring innovative and 

alternative – albeit viable - finance. As for knowledge, the Advisory Services and Analytics (ASA) 

portfolio, which offers policy advice, knowledge sharing and capacity building, faces a growing demand. 

Moreover, the Group should also expand its work on closing data gaps, which are acutely visible for 

instance when it comes to poverty and also the leading topic of today’s debate, forced displacement. 

Overall, we should steer more energy to position ourselves as a leading organization that integrates 

financing with the delivery of knowledge as well as the development of the digital agenda. The WBG 

can also do more to “lead from behind” by using its knowledge to employ agenda-setting and soft power. 

 

The Bank has sufficient capacity to meet client demand with selective, targeted and sequenced support. 

Funding should be channeled where it is most needed, namely to the poorest. Discussions ahead the IDA 

18 replenishment are an opportunity to develop financial innovations for IDA, and rethink IDA’s current 

allocation mechanism and windows. The generation of additional non-concessional IDA resources (IDA 

guarantees of IBRD loans, IDA+) should free up concessional resources that could benefit IDA’s poorest 

clients, including Fragile and Conflict affected States. 

 

 IFC’s operational growth puts its financial sustainability under pressure while it continues to remain 

essential as part of the WBG for engagement with the private sector and for leveraging sufficient resources 

in the implementation of the sustainable development goals. Also MIGA plays a substantive role in 

mobilizing the needed resources but we would call for an enhanced pro-active role to ensure increased 

engagement from the private sector.  

 

Looking ahead, we can choose from many alternative futures, given that discussions about the Bank’s 

mandate as part of the Forward Look exercise are still ongoing. What we can be certain about is the Bank’s 

need to refine priorities and reinvent its business model to maximize effectiveness without compromising 

its financial sustainability, with the twin goals and the cross-cutting sustainable development objective in 

mind. 
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Effective management of existing resources for maximum development impact of each dollar invested 

should be at the forefront. For the Bank Group to continue to be financially sound, both longer and shorter 

term measures should be put on the table: ensuring a steady revenue flow, tightening cost control, estimating 

the effects of IBRD/IDA graduations, and factoring in IDA 18 discussions, among others. A comprehensive 

assessment of all underlying factors affecting the WBG financing capacity will allow for a meaningful 

consideration of what needs to be done to ensure that this institution is fit for purpose, financially stable, 

and operationally effective. 

 


