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Travis Bible
50 Years is Enough: The Case against the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Edited by Kevin Danaher, Boston: South End Press (1994).

On the fiftieth anniversary of the creation of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) a group of scholars set out to examine how these multi-national institutions destroy democracy, re-colonize the global South, alienate women, tribal people, and the environment, and they seek out alternatives for economic development.  Contributors to this volume include Nobel Prize winning economists, former IMF and WB employees, academics, policy makers, and activists.  
The thirty-six essays are arranged thematically starting by placing the IMF and WB into historical context and showing how many Third World debtor nations have been placed in a subservient position in the global economy.  Section II uses thirteen case studies to show that the Bretton Woods system is not working for the vast majority of the vast majority of nations under its tutelage.  Revealed is how technocrats and bank staff create policies driven by ideology rather than knowledge of each country’s specific situation resulting in ineffective “growth” and massive debts that create further economic dependency and hinder democratic development.  Section III focuses on vulnerable “subjects” of the IMF and WB: the environment, women, and tribal people.  This section reveals how traditionally oppressed and marginalized peoples/areas are still trampled on in the “globalized” economy.  It shows how environmental crisis is not viewed in terms of a common future, but as an apartheid in which the global North grows richer and cleaner, wile the South grows poorer and more pollutedSection IV examines the ideologies and inner workings of the IMF and WB using testimony from former employees, it “exposes wasteful spending and insensitivity to the poor” (5).  The final section persuasively shows that there are viable alternatives to neo-liberal globalization which would reorganize the global economy to meet the basic needs of the majority. 

Nobel Prize winner Muhammad Yunus presents one of the most potent criticisms offered in this collection.  He describes the overarching goal of the WB as analogous to a disease “unrestricted growth is the ideology of the cancer cell” (ix). Yunus argues that the WB conservative ideology ought to change, giving primacy to poverty reduction.  The WB is the flagship for all other development banks its influence is ubiquitous and as such, it can be a most powerful force for ending poverty.  The technological and material conditions for ending much of the Third World’s plight exist, but more importantly is the development of an “unshakable political will… to end poverty and hunger” (x).
Yunus started the Garmeen Bank, which gives micro-loans to the poorest people in Bangladesh.  The Garmeen Bank provides these loans to 1.7 million people, about 94 percent of which are women.  They have a re-payment rate of about 98 percent (makes you wonder what percentage the WB gets back).  They take the exact opposite approach to loans than the WB, refusing to give out business models they argue that the borrower knows how to best the funds.  

The namesake article by Bruce Rich demonstrates that the Bretton Woods system failed in its initial goals of re-building Europe.  The Marshall Plan was in a better position to help Europe in what it needed; rapid distribution of grants and concession loans for balance of payments support and imports for market needs.  In its early years the WB found itself lacking productive investment opportunities from without so it began to involve itself in the preparation and identification of projects from within.  The pressure to lend, coupled with the domination of the WB by capitalist nations during the Cold War, propelled the WB in its support of military regimes and governments that openly violated human rights.  It gave huge loans to the Netherlands while it waged a war to re-conquer their East Indies colony, despite the fact that the U.S. Congress had cut off all bilateral aid to the Dutch for its brutality.  Other examples like this abound, in 1966 the Bank defied United Nations resolutions by lending money to South Africa and Portugal.  

Rich goes on to show how, as president of the WB, Robert McNamara redefined its mission to make it appear as a benevolent patron of the poor and champion for the environment.  However, under McNamara the WB suffered from a continued lack of accountability and was run as a top-down organization.  It also maintained the practice of granting loans to human-rights violators, juntas, and other anti-communist totalitarian states.  Centrally planned and repressive states received huge loans from 1974-1982 that made little financial sense.

During the 1980’s the WB entered into a “policy dialogue” with Southern governments about “market oriented” policies and making loans contingent on “structural adjustment.”  Structural Adjustment Policies (SAP) entailed the promotion of exports, trade liberalization, privatization of government service, deregulation, wage restraints, and budget cuts (often social programs).  The WB would later acknowledge that it failed to fully analyze the possible negative social impact of these loans.  
Vanadana Shiva expands the concept of environmental apartheid in the globalized economy.  Lawrence Summers, the WB’s Chief Economist, wrote a memo to senior WB staff encouraging the migration of dirty industry to the global South.  He asserted that “under populated countries in Africa are vastly under-polluted” (102).  Eventually he states that pollution was a secondary problem for poor counties.  After all what are the chances that an African whose life span is twenty-years less than someone in the First World would be diagnosed with prostate cancer?  Northern businesses sell obsolete production systems and products that would violate environmental and safety laws in their country.  Northern banks make money on the transfer of environmentally unsound technologies.  SAP’s encourage deregulation including environmental laws.  Finally increased pollution and environmental deregulation in the Third World is also used as a new reason for control through “green” conditionality.               
This collection of essays is an important contribution; it examines many aspects of international financial institutions that often go overlooked.  However, many essays are little more than moralizing treatises, interviews, and overviews rather than systematically researched academic works.  The conceptual outline of the work is sound, but subjects the reader to many redundancies.  Some topics are very intriguing, but leave the reader wanting more.  This work serves as a good starting point for students interested in the Bretton Woods system, but is by no means exhaustive.   
 

