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ABSTRACT 

This article scrutinises the first four months of the World Bank Group’s Covid-19 response and 

reveals a persistent prioritisation of private over public interests. The Group’s private sector 

arm, the International Finance Corporation, and its financial sector clients, have prevailed in 

terms of emergency resource allocations. And, while support from the Group’s public sector 

arms has been portrayed as aiming to strengthen public systems, recipient countries have been 

urged not to forego structural reforms in support of the private sector. This includes an 

enhanced focus on public-private partnerships to deliver ostensibly public services. The 

institution has seized the current crisis as an opportunity to intensify its “Maximising Finance 

for Development” approach. 
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1. Introduction

In recent years most discussions on development finance have focused on using public money 

and institutions to leverage private finance. The World Bank Group (WBG) has been a lead 

player in this field and its “Maximising Finance for Development” (MFD) approach is perhaps 

the most widely known illustration of this drive (see also Dafermos et al. this issue). The 

WBG’s MFD approach has structured the Bank’s operations since 2017 and its implementation 

is an indication of the institution’s commitment to increase the involvement of the private 

sector in development. An important objective is to attract trillions of dollars managed by 

private institutional investors to help finance the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The 

agenda argues that “better and smarter Official Development Assistance (ODA) can help 

catalyse and leverage financing from diverse sources towards the SDGs” (World Bank and 

IMF 2015, p. 7). Various instruments have been rolled out to operationalise the blending of 

public and private finance (blended finance, BF) approach at the heart of this new agenda. 

These include guarantees, subsidies, first-loss equity positions and public-private partnerships 

(PPPs) (see Van Waeyenberge 2015; Bayliss et al. 2020). 
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The use of ODA (or donor funds) to mobilise private finance is not new in the operations of 

the WBG’s private sector lending arm, the International Finance Corporation (IFC), which has 

had a BF portfolio since the late 1990s. However, in 2017, this became central to its corporate 

strategy (IFC 3.0) and, that same year, the WBG launched the IDA Private Sector Window 

(PSW), which constituted a significant scaling up of its efforts to mobilise aid resources in 

support of private investment in low income countries (LICs) and fragile states (FCS). 

Subsequently, the capital increase approved by WBG’s shareholders in 2018 came with 

ambitious targets to move this agenda forward (World Bank Group 2018), despite multiple 

critiques of the central tenets of the approach (Gabor 2020; Bayliss, Romero and Van 

Waeyenberge forthcoming; Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge forthcoming; ITUC 2020).   

At the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, the WBG was called upon to respond in a speedy 

way. In March 2020, it announced a $14 billion package of fast-track Covid-19 financing 

(FTCF) to support countries and companies in their efforts to manage the negative impacts of 

the pandemic. Moreover, as the crisis projected a major global recession, the Bank announced 

a further $160 billion in commitments over the next 15 months.  

This paper analyses the response of the WBG to the Covid-19 pandemic, with a particular 

interest in the reconfiguration of the public – private nexus promoted through the crisis. It does 

so by presenting first, in section 2, the WBG’s MFD approach to development finance as its 

pre-existing strategy. The paper then proceeds, in section 3, with a brief account of the WBG’s 

response to Covid-19, which is followed, in section 4, by its critical analysis. This reveals a 

persistent prioritisation of private over public interests by the WBG both in the immediate 

pandemic response and beyond, as the pandemic offers the institution an opportunity to 

accelerate its MFD approach. Furthermore, the WBG’s commitment to the promotion of 

private finance is likely to be compounded by the limited fiscal space that developing countries 

will face in the post-Covid-19 context. The final section concludes.  

 

2. “Maximising Finance for Development” at the World Bank 

Over the last decade, the WBG has been a lead player in reorienting development cooperation 

so that it becomes focused on using public money and institutions to leverage private finance 

(see Gabor 2020). This was evidenced in the run up to the Third United Nations Conference 

on Financing for Development, resulting in the Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA), which 

squarely put the private sector at the heart of the UN strategy to finance the SDGs. The WBG 
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explicitly argued for development finance in the post-2015 era to become centrally organised 

around the “blending” or “leveraging” of private finance by public resources (see Van 

Waeyenberge 2015). A key document, “From Billions to Trillions: Transforming Development 

Finance Post-2015 Financing for Development”, advocated for a “paradigmatic shift” building 

on the proposition that “the world needs intelligent development finance that goes well beyond 

filling financing gaps and that can be used strategically to unlock, leverage and catalyze private 

flows and domestic resources” (World Bank and IMF 2015, p. 3).  

The core idea of this approach is to mobilise ODA to de-risk private flows. Public sector 

measures are seen as necessary to encourage private investment in that they should seek to 

decrease perceived risk or increase anticipated returns (World Bank and IMF 2015, paragraph 

35). These measures can take various forms, from offering technical advice on how to reform 

policies and institutions in a particular country and/or sector, to taking first equity loss positions 

or providing loans to private sector agents at subsidised rates (see Van Waeyenberge 2015; 

Bayliss et al. 2020; Bayliss, Romero and Van Waeyenberge forthcoming; Gabor 2020). 

Reflecting an unwillingness of the donor community to scale up and strengthen public 

financing of development sufficiently or to create a global body through which tax issues could 

be resolved to tackle massive illegal capital flight strongly detrimental to countries in the 

Global South, progress on the SDGs then requires limited ODA to act as a catalyst for increased 

private investment.  

The WBG’s MFD approach, launched formally in 2017, is a good illustration of this drive. The 

MFD, set out as the vision for the WBG in 2030, (World Bank and IMF 2017a) sees private 

finance as a first option for sustainable investment. If this cannot be accessed, governments 

and donors need to consider if upstream interventions “to address market failures” can lead to 

a flow of private finance. These measures include reviewing country and sector policies, 

regulation, pricing, institutions and capacity. Failing this, the next option is to consider the 

potential for various BF instruments like guarantees, other risks-sharing instruments and PPPs, 

to attract private investors. Only as a last resort should policy makers look at using public 

finance. This approach, initially focused on infrastructure, is expected to be expanded to 

finance, education, health and agribusiness. To implement this strategy, an initial set of nine 

pilot countries were identified, including two FCSs (World Bank and IMF 2017b). i   

The MFD approach is therefore part and parcel of a broader institutional effort to create markets 

and crowd-in private finance. In particular, the MFD complements the IFC 3.0 corporate 
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strategy, whose “success… requires the active involvement and collaboration of the Bank in 

creating enabling policy and regulatory environments and on de-risking the private sector’s 

entry into these environments” (World Bank and IMF 2017a, p. 20). Interestingly, the MFD 

came with a call from then-World Bank president Jim Kim for a capital increase for the 

institution. As Kim put it when addressing WBG shareholders: “to deliver what countries need 

at the scale you expect of us – we need more resources … We can play a critical role in finding 

win-win solutions, where we maximize financing for development, and create opportunities 

for the owners of capital to make higher returns” (Kim 2017a). The capital increase served to 

endorse the MFD and the WBG’s role in advancing the AAAA, while it helped translate policy 

objectives into policy targets (World Bank and IMF, 2018). One such target is the IFC’s pledge 

to deliver 40 per cent of its annual commitments in IDA countries and FCS (IFC 2019).  

 

The WBG’s strategic use of BF took on a specific form when during the 2017-2020 

replenishment of its concessional arm (the International Development Association, IDA18ii), 

donors agreed to create a $2.5 billion IDA IFC-MIGA Private Sector Window (PSW) (World 

Bank 2017). The PSW places donor aid (IDA) resources under the direct control of the IFC 

($2bn) and MIGA ($0.5bn) to support their attempt to mobilise private investments in low 

income and fragile country contexts. For the World Bank, the PSW serves as an “illustration 

of how the World Bank Group is putting the Finance for Development (FfD) agenda into 

action” (World Bank and IMF 2017a, p. 3).  

 

The PSW “provides an opportunity for IDA to make strategic use of public resources to 

catalyze private investments in these challenging markets, by leveraging IFC’s and MIGA’s 

business models and client relationships” (World Bank 2017, p. iii). Its creation was seen as 

complementing the World Bank’s more traditional work via its public sector concessional arm 

(IDA), which itself seeks to promote policy reforms to improve “business environments”, by 

now allowing to de-risk private investments more directly (World Bank 2017, p. i). What this 

means in practice, is that aid resources are used to attract and subsidise private sector 

investments to operationalise a strategy that sees the private sector as key to improved 

development outcomes in low income and fragile country settings (see IFC 2017; World Bank 

and IMF 2017a). It should also be noted that while, previously, the IFC delivered hundreds of 

millions of its profits in support of IDA lending, it is now a net recipient of IDA funding. At 

the same time, a smaller share of its investments reaches IDA countries (Kenny 2020).  
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For the IFC, the IDA PSW represented a significant step up and opportunity in crafting a key 

role for itself in the BF landscape. Where it had previously managed smaller pilot BF schemes, 

mainly with an emphasis on climate finance (IFC 2018a; BWP 2013), it was now endowed 

with a substantial amount of donor resources to mobilise in support of its new strategy. The 

PSW became a “critical component” of the IFC 3.0 strategy “to tackle private sector challenges 

by creating markets and mobilisation” (World Bank 2017, p. i).iii This combined with the idea 

that the de-risking mechanisms would assist in “unlocking” new sources of funds from 

institutional investors (IFC 2017 p. 12).iv  

 

Despite being celebrated as emblematic of the WBG’s MFD and instrumental to deliver the 

IFC 3.0 strategy, the IDA PSW did not proceed to fulfil expectations.v First, by the end of 2019 

(just six months before the $2.5bn IDA PSW should have been fully allocated), the PSW had 

committed just over $0.5 billion – only slightly more than a fifth of the resources available to 

it. Second, strong concerns were raised regarding the lack of transparency on the way in which 

aid (IDA) subsidies were finding their way to private firms via the PSW. US Congresswoman, 

Maxine Waters, Chair of the US House Committee on Financial Services, led the charge. She 

insisted that “IDA, through its new PSW … is subsidizing private firms selected without 

competition on the basis of unsolicited proposals. The PSW is likely to prioritize financial 

returns over positive development impacts, which will be difficult to monitor”. She added that 

the PSW “stands in conflict with the World Bank’s own principles that call for subsidies to be 

justified, transparent, competitively based, focused on impact, and guarded against rent-

seeking opportunities” (Waters 2019).vi This was followed by the threat to withhold 

Congressional support for the IFC’s capital increase that had been agreed in 2018, unless “these 

transfers stop, or at a minimum are competitively based and fully transparent down to the 

amounts and purpose of aid going to which firms and projects” (Waters 2019; see also Igoe 

2019).  

 

These objections reflected more general concerns regarding BF ranging from: limited private 

sector mobilisation, inadequate risk sharing, lack of additionality, lopsided leverage ratios,  

ambiguous, if any, development impact, lack of transparency and accountability, high cost of 

investments, the creation of new liabilities, limited domestic ownership, and various types of 

conflicting interests, not to mention the little appetite of private investors for low income and 

fragile country settings and hence the low share of BF going there (see Bayliss et al. 2020 for 

a review). Still, at the IDA19 replenishment donors agreed to renew the PSW for the next three 
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years. However, at the same time, the PSW’s resource envelope was held constant (at $2.5 

billion), reflecting donor unwillingness to scale up the approach (Edwards 2019; IDA 2020). 

3. The WBG Covid-19 response  

As Covid-19 started to wreak havoc in early 2020, the WBG understood that it had to rise to 

the occasion and seek to mitigate both the immediate health emergency as well as the longer-

term fallout from the major disruption to economic and social life. In March 2020, its Directors 

approved a $14 billion Fast Track Covid-19 Facility (FTCF) for an emergency response to the 

virus (see Box 1). This constituted “the largest and fastest crisis response in the Bank Group’s 

history” (WBG 2020a). It entailed the approval of “specific waivers and exceptions required 

to enable the rapid preparation and implementation of country operations processed under the 

Facility” (WBG 2020b, p. 6). Moreover, as the crisis projected a major global recession, the 

Bank committed to provide $160 billion in finance over the next 15 months, with $50 billion 

for low income countries, and $330-350 billion by the end of June 2023.  

A closer look at how the FTCF resources were distributed inside the WBG reveals a preference 

for private sector activities. While $6 billion (approved as part of the FTCF) was to be disbursed 

through the public sector arms of the World Bank (the IBRD and IDA) to strengthen national 

systems, including of health, education and social protection, the larger share of this package 

($8 billion) was to be channelled through the WBG’s private sector arm, the IFC. According 

to the WBG, “with this financing, the IFC will provide direct lending to existing clients affected 

by the outbreak, as well as support financial institution partner clients so they can continue 

lending to businesses” (IFC 2020a). It was the WBG’s assessment that “[t]he developing world 

needs private sector investment now more than ever” (IFC 2020b). This chimed strongly with 

the IFC’s strategic goal of promoting private investment, including by mobilising aid resources 

via the IDA PSW (World Bank and IMF 2020). The IFC also announced a massive expansion 

of its upstream work, including by hiring 200 new staff to identify and create bankable projects 

in developing countries (IFC 2020c).  

 

Box 1: WBG’s response to Covid-19 
• Fast Track Covid-19 Facility (FTCF) 

 
$14 billion = $6 billion from IBRD/IDA + $8 billion from IFC  

    

 
This includes $545 million from the 
unallocated IDA PSW  
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$2.7 billion new financing from IBRD  

$1.3 billion from IDA Crisis Response Window (including $865 million reallocated 
from the  

unallocated IDA PSW)  

$2 billion from reprioritisation of the Bank’s existing portfolio 

• Medium to long-term pledge  

$160 billion in finance over the next 15 months ($50 billion for low income countries) 

$330-350 billion by the end of June 2023 

Source: WBG (2020a); WBG (2020b)   

 

In addition, in April 2020 the WBG’s shareholders and the G20 Finance Ministers endorsed 

the Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI). They agreed to the suspension of bilateral 

official debt services to G20 countries of 73 eligible LICs and called on private creditors to 

participate in the initiative. However, the WBG limited its action to “call on official bilateral 

creditors to grant debt relief” to the world’s poorest countries (WBG 2020c). As for relief on 

debts owed to the World Bank, its President expressed the reluctance of the institution, arguing 

that this would risk its AAA credit rating. Instead, he called for more donor contributions to 

facilitate action (Malpass 2020a) – a position that drew strong criticism from civil society 

advocates.vii  

 

Between March and end of June (the end of the WBG’s 2020 fiscal year), the public sector 

arms of the WBG (IBRD/IDA) approved Covid-19 related operations in 108 countries, 

including 33 FCSs (WBG 2020c; Duggan and Sandefur 2020). New commitments totalling 

$3.8 billion financed governments’ purchases of health equipment, personal protective 

equipment and training, while an additional $2.5 billion was redirected towards the Covid-19 

response from an existing portfolio of operations under implementation. The latter reallocation 

raised concerns of possible future funding inadequacies in the absence of adequate funding 

commitments for the recovery period (see Oxfam 2020a).  

 

Meanwhile, the IFC, which received the larger share of the WBG FTCF (see Box 1), organised 

its Covid-19 response along four facilities: Working Capital Solutions, Global Trade Finance, 

Real Sector Crisis Response and Global Trade Liquidity. With the exception of the Real Sector 

Envelope, these facilities are dedicated to supporting financial intermediaries, and, by the end 
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of June 2020, commitments amounted to $3.5 billion (WBG 2020c). Publicly available 

information indicates that during the period between beginning of April and end of June 

2020,viii 38 individual projects were approved, some of which benefiting from aid support via 

the IDA PSW. Indeed, the IDA PSW dramatically accelerated commitments as part of the 

Covid-19 IFC response: the PSW saw an envelope of commitments (just over $0.5 billionix) 

between April and end of June equivalent in size to all its commitments in the preceding two 

and a half years.x The IFC was explicit that “to ensure that it continues to support private sector 

development in low income and fragile and conflict-affected countries, strong emphasis will 

be placed on supporting clients operating in these countries. In addition, the IFC will leverage 

concessional financing from the IDA PSW … particularly to attract foreign direct investment 

into more challenging low income and fragile countries” (IFC 2020a). As such, various high-

level WBG staff emphasised how the pandemic presents a unique opportunity to mobilise BF 

(Spicer 2020; Le Houerou 2020).  

 

4 In sickness or in health: MFD forever 

 

The first four months (March to end of June 2020) of the WBG’s response to the pandemic 

raise a set of issues. Close scrutiny reveals how the pandemic provides an opportunity for the 

institution to enhance and accelerate its broader MFD agenda.   

 

First, the WBG Covid-19 response favours private over public sector clients and there are 

tensions in how this aligns with the institution’s twin goals of ending extreme poverty and 

promoting shared prosperity. This is despite shareholders’ explicit demands at the 2020 Spring 

Meetings for the WBG to “help governments deploy resources toward public health 

interventions, nutrition, education, essential services, and social protection against the 

immediate adverse effects of the shocks. We also support the WBG’s emphasis on boosting 

government preparedness to protect human capital against potential subsequent waves of the 

outbreak and future pandemics” (our emphasis) (WBG 2020b).  Furthermore, despite repeated 

calls to strengthen public sector capacities to respond to the health crisis, the IFC announced, 

as part of its Phase 2 Covid-19 response, the creation of a $4 billion Global Health Platform 

“to directly support the private sector’s ability and capacity to deliver healthcare products and 

services and to respond to the immediate and longer-term challenges to developing countries’ 

already vulnerable health systems affected by C19, thereby increasing the resilience and impact 

of developing countries’ healthcare systems” (WBG 2020d p. 26).xi 
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Second, the share allocated in the FTCF to the institution’s private sector arm (at just short of 

60 per cent) is out of the line with the WBG’s traditional trends in terms of relative weight of 

commitments to public versus private clients. Over the last five years, its private sector 

operations via the IFC accounted for around 17 per cent in total commitments as compared to 

the combined share of commitments via its public sector operations (IBRD/IDA) of around 70 

per cent (World Bank 2019, p. 7).  

 

Third, the WBG’s Covid-19 response reveals conflicting demands on the aid resources that had 

sat idle in the IDA PSW by the time the pandemic unfolded (see above). These amounted to 

around $1.4 billion at the start of the pandemic, of which $865 million were reallocated away 

from the PSW to IDA’s Crisis Response Window to support IDA’s health Covid-19 pandemic 

response (IDA18 2020). This, however, raises the question as to why not all remaining 

resources of the PSW were reallocated to the Bank’s aid response to governments (via IDA). 

This would have further bolstered governments’ capacities to respond to the health emergency 

and its social and economic fallout rather than benefit banks and private companies. 

 

This brings us, fourth, to questions regarding the types of clients that benefit from the IFC 

Covid-19 response. About 68 per cent of IFC Covid-19 projects, in value terms (at the end of 

June 2020), have targeted financial institutions. These are predominantly banks – with one 

beneficiary being the largest Mongolian microfinance institution and another a giant SME-

oriented group of commercial banks with headquarters in Germany. The rest of IFC’s 

commitments has benefited non-financial companies in the following sectors: private 

healthcare; agribusiness/food processing; and other, including tourism (for instance, Shangri-

La Asia a leading owner and operator of hotels and resorts in Asia). All the beneficiaries are 

existing IFC clients and are privately owned (with the exception of an Indian company). 

Around 50 per cent of these are either majority-owned by multinational companies or are 

themselves international conglomerates. The rest are majority locally-owned, usually big 

companies, many of which are listed in domestic stock exchanges. The IFC holds equity 

positions in some of the FTCF-targeted companies, which also seems to indicate that the IFC 

per se is benefiting from these schemes.  

Examples of IFC Covid-19 projects include: a $8.35 million concessionary loan (via the IDA 

PSW) to a French-South African multi-national joint venture (Cerba Lancet Africa), owning a 

network of private clinical diagnostic laboratories across Sub-Saharan Africa, to support its 
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expansion on the continent including through the acquisition of existing labs; a $4 million loan 

(with IDA PSW support) to the activities of the healthcare subsidiary (Ciel Healthcare) of a 

Mauritian conglomarate, which has operations in Mauritius, Uganda and Nigeria; a $9 million 

loan (also with the possibility of drawing on concessional finance) to the largest private 

Technical and Vocational Education provider in Jordan (Luminus) – and previously IFC poster 

child “combining purpose with profit” (IFC 2018b); an unsecured senior loan (up to $100 

million) to a leading Nigerian bank (Zenith), the board of which was considering to distribute 

an interim dividend for shareholders at the same time as receiving financial assistance from the 

IFC; and a senior loan ($50 million) to Garanti BBVA – Turkey’s second largest bank, which 

is majority owned by BBVA Spain, one of the biggest global banks in the world. While this is 

only a small sample of IFC Covid-19 projects, these transactions draw attention to the type of 

clients and activities that are benefiting from IFC (and IDA) resources under the fast track 

Covid-19 response.xii 

Specifically, the emphasis on the financial sector seems to rely on the assumption that it is 

important to protect the financial system as a way to reach small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs). This is despite challenges that this strategy brings with regard to reaching the poor, 

particularly given the high degree of informal sector work in many developing countries.xiii 

Further, as our analysis indicates, around 50 per cent of IFC Covid-19 support beneficiaries are 

either majority owned by international groups or are themselves international conglomerates. 

This chimes with findings by Dreher et al. (2019) that IFC lending tends to favour companies 

from major IFC shareholders and raises questions regarding the alleged additionality of IFC 

resources. Also, while the IFC has committed to deliver 40 per cent of its annual commitments 

in IDA countries and FCS, these commitments have remained low over the last five years 

(Kenny et al. 2020). At the same time, there is little evidence that these investments benefit the 

poorest and most vulnerable. A 2019 evaluation report states that “creating markets in a manner 

that allows the poor to participate in markets or benefit from such efforts has remained a 

challenge ... Evidence of the direct welfare implication of market creation efforts for the poor 

is lacking” (IEG 2019, p. 14 and 15).  

Fifth, in return for US Congress support for the IFC capital increase and in response to ongoing 

criticism regarding the lack of transparency and accountability of IFC operations, the WBG 

President agreed to a set of reform commitments. These include greater transparency with 

regard to the IFC’s financial intermediary portfolio and IDA subsidies the IFC gives to private 

firms to ensure that more subsidies are awarded on a competitive basis, among others (Malpass, 
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2020b).  Yet, the FTCF grants specific waivers and exceptions to enable rapid preparation and 

implementation of country operations processed under this facility (WBG 2020b, p. 6) which 

sits uneasily with these commitments (see also Oxfam 2020b). With increased pressure to “get 

money out the door”, there has also been very limited (if any) stakeholder engagement as 

projects are rolled out (see Bank Information Center 2020).  

 

Sixth, although support from the Bank’s public sector arms (IBRD/IDA) has been portrayed as 

aiming to strengthen public health systems, recipient countries are, at the same time, urged not 

to forego “structural reforms” focused on liberalisation and deregulation. Indeed, while most 

of the IBRD/IDA loans approved in this period are aimed at addressing the health crisis, others 

have a broader scope and include more traditional reforms in support of the private sector. 

These include: safeguarding the implementation of reforms that enhance (foreign) private 

sector participation in the Ethiopian economy (in energy, logistics and telecommunications in 

particular); a loan to “crowd in private investment and enhance the public sector’s capacity to 

deliver on the government’s inclusive growth agenda” in Kenya; a loan to foster private 

participation in gas infrastructure and telecommunications in Senegal; a loan for reforms “that 

are expected to support economic diversification by enhancing openness and attracting more 

investments into key sectors, relaxing trade barriers, reforming SOEs and increasing 

infrastructure investment” in Indonesia, etc.xiv This indicates a strong and continuing 

commitment by the WBG to a market-driven approach which, among other things, has resulted 

in adverse health outcomes (Kentikelenis 2017; Kentikelenis et al 2020).  

 

Finally, moving forward, the WBG aims to capitalise on its One WBG strategy which was 

launched in 2013 to strengthen synergies across its different affiliates in support of scaling up 

private sector solutions.xv As highlighted in a WBG Covid-19 Crisis Response Approach Paper 

projecting the WBG’s “longer duration approach” to the crisis response: “Working as One 

WBG, the approach emphasizes selectivity and public-private joint interventions to scale up 

private sector solutions while staying focused on results” (WBG 2020d, p. vi).  While the WBG 

touts an explicit commitment to “achieving resilient, inclusive and sustainable recovery in a 

world transformed by the coronavirus” (WBG 2020d, p. 27), its approach is strongly 

characterised by a persistent (and reinvigorated) celebration of private over public sector 

solutions to development challenges. The prejudice against the public sector remains 

staggering, despite a dearth of analytical or empirical evidence to underpin such a strong bias. 

The inclusion of “stronger public involvement in the economy” in its summary of possible 
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long-lasting negative consequences of the pandemic is emblematic (WBG 2020d, p. 28). This 

combines with an emphasis on private sector solutions in its approach to “rebuilding better”. 

The WBG insists that the fiscal headroom and debt capacity of developing countries are likely 

to be constrained post crisis which becomes its renewed rationale for further promoting private 

sector solutions (WBG 2020d, p. 31).  

 

The WBG is explicit about its strategy: “It will be important to crowd-in private participation 

in delivery of certain public services and infrastructure (including digital access). Governments 

can devise public-private schemes that leverage public and private resources and capabilities 

… Governments can establish dedicated PPP units, as well as develop PPP legal frameworks, 

guidelines, operating procedures and tools … Levelling the playing field and enabling greater 

competition in local markets, especially in sectors that tend to be dominated by SOEs, could 

improve service delivery, lower costs and increase domestic revenue mobilization through 

privatisation, dividend distribution, royalties and concession fees, as well as general corporate 

taxes" (WBG 2020d, p. 31). Furthermore, the WBG forewarns us that it will be selective in its 

support and will give priority to “sustainable private sector solutions where possible” (WBG 

2020d, p. 33). So, rather than exploiting the opportunities provided by the Covid-19 crisis for 

a comprehensive overhaul, including by promoting a fairer tax system and advocating for 

comprehensive debt relief, both of which would strengthen the public sector’s capacity to 

rebuild better, the fragilities (further) imposed on the public sector as a result of Covid-19 will 

be exploited to continue to promote private sector solutions.  

 

For the WBG, then, a pandemic should clearly not go to waste in offering opportunities to 

supercharge its agenda of Maximising (private) Finance for Development. This includes a 

relentless focus on PPPs (through advisory services, policy guidelines and finance),xvi as a way 

to finance public service provision, which proceeds despite weak evidence in their support and 

a fast-growing literature denouncing their multiple risks (Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge 2018). 

WBG support for PPP-related projects has indeed proceeded apace during the Covid-19 crisis 

(Fakhoury 2020). The IFC has advised road PPP projects in Brazil, a PPP project in renewable 

energy in India and a healthcare PPP project in Vietnam. The WB has supported governments 

to advance reforms aimed at de-risking private investment and advancing the PPP agenda in 

Nigeria, Kenya and Uganda.xvii Moving forward, it hopes to accelerate government actions that 

facilitate its MFD agenda, including “to mutualize risks, reform underperforming sectors, level 
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the playing field with subsidy removals, open up competition, and provide guarantees and other 

forms of risk mitigation and credit enhancement" (WBG 2020d, p. 38)   

 

This persistent commitment to private finance at the heart of development proceeds without 

any clear analytical or empirical rationale (see Van Waeyenberge 2015) and raises a host of 

issues that have been highlighted by various contributions to the literature (see Bayliss 2006; 

Bayliss and Fine 2008; BWP 2020; Kentikelenis et al 2020). These range across: fiscal 

liabilities (as risks remain with the public sector), fragmentation of public service provision, 

cherry-picking by private investors, lack of context-specific design of public service provision, 

worsening employment conditions in privately financed public sectors, higher costs of (and 

inequitable access to) public services, redistributions from households in developing countries 

to shareholders of privately financed public services (against the backdrop of historic inequality 

levels), or lack of flexibility due to long-term contractual terms (see for instance Romero 2015, 

Jomo et al 2016, Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge forthcoming).    

 
5. Conclusion 

The WBG’s pandemic response highlights the centrality of the private sector in three distinct 

ways. First, the IFC and its private clients have prevailed in terms of resource allocation, design 

and implementation of Covid-19-related projects. This includes a renewed support for IFC’s 

use of blended finance. Second, and despite the support from the Bank’s public arms 

(IDA/IBRD) been portrayed as aiming to strengthen public health systems, recipient countries 

have been urged to not forego structural reforms aimed at strengthening of markets through 

liberalisation, deregulation and so on. Third, and moving forward, the WBG continues with the 

MFD approach by placing PPPs, and the private sector more broadly, at the epicentre of the 

recovery.  

The Covid-19 pandemic has then provided the WBG with an opportunity to enhance its MFD 

approach. The centrality of the private sector in development in general, and public service 

provisioning in particular, is being strengthened both in discourse and practices – despite little, 

if any, scholarly arguments in support of such an approach. This will be compounded by the 

limited fiscal space that developing countries are likely face in the post-Covid-19 (see also 

Gabor 2020).  
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