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There’s an urgent need to clean up the World Bank and IMF 

Global political leaders convening next week must open up the selection of 
heads of these institutions to the best candidates, regardless of nationality. 

The Bretton Woods Institutions 

1. Something is rotten on 19th Street in 
Washington DC. And on both its sides, 
occupied by the Bretton Woods 
institutions, the World Bank (Bank) and 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
respectively.  

2. Only an American can head the Bank and only a European can head the 
IMF.  

3. The most recent revelations of malfeasance at the World Bank where 
data was apparently massaged to make at least two major countries — 
China and Saudi Arabia— look better than they would otherwise have 
been.  

4. International institutions operate in a grey zone of neither clearly being in 
or outside the realm of formal politics and hence have weaker 
mechanisms of accountability.  

5. It is then even more important to be the right ex-ante, in other words, to 
get right the selection of the heads of these institutions.  
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Geo-politics of International Organizations: 

1. Contrast this with the growing alarm and anxiety that characterises the 
rise of China and its attempts to place its own nationals in existing IOs 
as well as creating new ones.  

2. That is one reason why most continue to hobble along as countries place 
their nationals to head these institutions, both for prestige and to pursue 
their national interests. 

3. And China too is following this strategy: Its own nationals now head four 
of the 15 UN specialised agencies (it suffered a rare setback to head the 
World Intellectual Property Organisation last year). The contest between 
the West (and especially the US) and China to shape the global order is 
becoming manifest. 

4. China’s efforts, its success, and more broadly its influence in IOs should 
certainly raise deep concerns, most notably the suppression of the inquiry 
into the origins of the coronavirus.  

5. Equally, though, Western countries have been anything but an exemplar in 
their commitment to international organisations (the US neutering of the 
World Trade Organisation’s Appellate Body under both Trump and Biden 
administrations is another recent example). 

So, global political leaders must act with urgency and conviction to stem the 
rot. They must open the selection of the heads of these institutions to the 
best candidate, regardless of nationality.  

 


