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Joachim von Amsberg (MBA 1990; PhD 1993) has

seen much of the world in his travels, both personal

and professional. His almost-z}-year career with

the World Bank has taken him down paths exploring

investment and infrastructure in the Phillippines

and Bra zil. And his international life, and adventures

with three daughters, leaves him always considering

alternate paths Viewpoinfs interviewed Von Amsberg

and got a qlimpse into his experiences.
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PROFILE

VIEWPOINTS For most of yourWorld Bank career, you have been "out in

the field," so to speak, and now you are Vice President of Operations Policy

and Country Services back in Washington. How did that go?

It's been an interesting transition because I have been in

country programs, essentially advising governments, for most of my career.

Then I moved to this corporate role, which is more about the leadership,

organization, positioning and reform of the Bank. So it was a big change.

But it's actually interestirg, in a sense that I can try to bring the client

spirit and the field sprit to headquarters.

Joachim spends as much time as he can in Vancouver, where the
view from Kits Point never disappoints.

VIEWPOINTS What does the Operations Policy and Country Services

department do?

In a sense, we're responsible for the corporate policy and

strategy of theWorld Bank. I typically express it in three R's: results, risks

and reforms.

Results means making sure that everything we do actually has tangible

results in the countries where we work. We want to make sure all of our

instruments will lead to results, by which I mean such things as schools,

clean water, vaccinations. . . that kind of real development outcome. So

we make sure that the Bank is managing for those results, that we are

managing ourselves for those results, organizing ourselves around those

results, measuring them and then communicating them to our funders.

As for risk, well, development is risky. We work with developing

countries that have weaknesses. Often these are institutional weaknesses;

sometimes it is corruption or lack of adherence to social or environmental

safeguards. So we have to manage our internal systems in a way that we

can responsibly manage these fiduciary, social and environmental risks.

Reform is just making sure the whole World Bank is more client-oriented

and results-focused. That involves reforming our financial products, but also

our knowledge products, which is really the advice that we give to clients.

VIEWPOINTS What needs to be in place for a developing country to

leverage the resources the World Bank provides? What needs to be in place

for you to feel that the risk is managed?

Development is ultimately private-sector driven. But

countries typically need effective public institutions to provide the

framework to facilitate development. Our role as the World Bank is to help

facilitate the emergence of these institutions. By that, I mean structures and

the ministries, and, more important, the rules of the game.

Sixty years ago, when we thought about development, \Me thought it
was all about capital investment and building infrastructure. In the 70s, we

discovered that human capital and education are critical.Then, in the B0s,

we started emphasizing the right policies, such as pricing policies and trade

policies.

But in the past Z0 years, people have looked even deeper and realised

"well, it's really about the institutions that make the policies." This is

where the focus of our thinking is today. How can we help strengthen the

emergence of effective institutions that provlde supportive environments

for private investment and private sector-led development? How can we

support institutions that allow collective action on options that need to be

taken to the public sector where coordination is necessary, such as large

infrastructure projects or major policy changes?

VIEWPOINTS Your story is somewhat unusual.You started as an electrical

engineer, and then went on to get your MBA and a PhD. Many Sauder

graduates want to go straight into business. Yet you chose public service.

why?

Three daughters (Safiya, Yasmina and Zara) keep him on
his toes, and exploring different horizons.
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Sights set high: At the peak of Mount Kinabalu
in Borneo, two years ago.

From early on, I was very interested in development and

environmental challenges.When I went into electric engineering, it was

really about energy policy and energy supply. Development is absolutely

driven by the private sector, thus the MBA was a natural fit. Then I did

the PhD in public policy, which brought the economic and business

side together. So I came from that angle, and I was also motivated by

the experience of having spent some time in India and other developing

countries.

VIEWPOINTS And why theWorld Bank?

I interned with the World Bank while I was still at UBC.

Since the Bank is the premier institution in the development area, it was

hard to turn down their job offer. I haven't regretted it a single day.

We work on the toughest issues in the world: countries with poverty,

countries with environmental challenges.Tc do this, we have to be a

learning organization. We have to learn from our mistakes. So the bank

encourages a lot of innovation and a lot of criticism, and it has faith in

people to come up with solutions to problems.

From my first dry I was given the space to come up with solutions to

tough problems. On my first assignment, I was sent to Chile to meet the

environment minister and help address environmental problems. I d barely

been with the Bank for two months. I thought, hey, this is an interesting place.

Where else do you get so much responsibility, so quickly, to help shape major

policy discussions on behalf of a large organization and help an entire country?

VIEWPOINTS What about when you're not working?

I enjoy nature tremendously, and I have been lucky to

have been in very beautiful places. I like hiking, biking, scuba diving and

the like, from the shores ofVancouver Island to Brazrl to the Philippines to

Indonesia. I enjoy it tremendously.

VIEWPOINTS And on the family front?

Yeah, I have three daughters. They're actually living now

back in Vancouver. So that's a good opportunity for me to go back to

Vancouver more frequently. I

Career hiqhlights
JOACHIM VON AMSBERG TOOK OVER A5 THE WORLD BANK'S VICE

President, Operations Policy and Country Services, on July 1,2010.

Von Amsberg, a German national, has held various positions in
Washington and in the World Bank's country offices.

Before being named Vice President, OPCS, he was Country Director
for lndonesia for three years, overseeing one of the Bank's largest

country programs and country offices. He supported the Government

of lndonesia's efforts to improve the investment climate and service

delivery to the poor through stronger governance; and led the

Bank's relationships and engagement with lndonesia, its government,

and other stakeholders, in close collaboration with the lnternational

Finance Centre (lFC) and Multilateral lnvestment Guarantee

Age!cy (M lcA).

As Country Director for the Philippines f ro m 2OO4-2OO7, Von

Amsberg led a new World Bank strategy for enhanced support to the
Philippines. This strategy supported "lslands of Good Governance,"

demonstrating how improved accountability and service delivery
would lead to better economic and social outcomes. Under this
strategy,World Bank programs were scaled up significantly, aligned

more closely with the country's own priorities, and implemented, as

far as possible, through the country's own systems and institutions.

Von Amsberg began his career at the World Bank in 1993 as an

economist and young professional. He worked on environmental
programs and policy studies f ro m 1994-1997 for Argentina, Chile,

and Paraguay, as well as on policy studies in Egypt. Subsequently,

he worked for many years on the Bank's Brazil program, including a

stint as lead economist, where he led the economic policy dialogue,

analytical and advisory assistance, and adjustment lending programs

for the Government of Brazil.

Von Amsberg was a member of the steering committee that
oversaw the preparation of the World Bank's Governance and Anti-

Corruption Strategy. He was also an integral part of several task forces

to strengthen the World Bank's programs in support of middle income

countries.

Von Amsberg holds a PhD in Finance and Economic Policy frorn the

University of British Columbia; an MSc in Electrical Ingineering from

the Technische Universitdt Berlin, Germany; and an MBA in Finance

f rom the University of British Columbia. I
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