A Tribute to Robert S. McNamara
Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.

I am Olivier Lafourcade

I worked at the World Bank from 1973 to 2002. I retired from the Bank after 30 years of service, the first 8 of which fell under the Presidency of Bob McNamara.

I am part of a team of 6 Bank staff who served in sequence as Personal Assistants to Robert McNamara during his 13 years as President of the Bank, from 1968 till 1981. Others would have been more qualified and more eloquent than me to give this brief testimony on the occasion of Bob’s passing away two days ago. I consider it a privilege to be here today, speaking on behalf not only of my 5 colleagues who, like me, lived and worked so closely with Bob during all these years at the Bank, but also on behalf of so many present and former staff members who, one way or another, for different lengths of time, and at all levels, were part of what came to be known as McNamara’s Bank. I know that many of them would have liked to be with us today.

Dear Bob,

Your passing away inevitably brings back lots of memories and lots of emotions. Sure enough, others have already written books, and some will write even more books about the Bank under McNamara. I just note that in the last two days, most if not all comments have been focused on your life before the Bank, with no reference to your time and your achievements at the Bank. This was probably predictable, and to some extent justifiable.

And yet, to many of us, indeed to most of us, gathered here today, it is precisely your role, your achievements and your impact at the Bank that we want to remember. To many of us, and way beyond us, you represent a true benchmark in the way the world has dealt with the challenges of international development over the last four decades. Indeed, you shaped this institution, you gave it a soul, you gave it a conscience. You gave it the means to achieve its objectives. You set the course.
Yes, we knew where you were coming from. But more importantly it did not take too long to understand where you wanted to take us. Very early on, you set a paradigm where the key challenge was no longer development for what, but development for whom. In the early seventies, with your benchmark speech in Nairobi in 1973, you set the objective clearly, that is the reduction of poverty, and you never ceased to do your utmost to reach that objective.

Thank you for putting the Bank on the map. Thank you for giving us reasons to excel. Thank you for making our workdays something worth living for.

To follow you was not always easy. The road was often a bumpy one. And we did not always live up to your expectations. You were going fast, sometimes too fast. You were demanding, sometimes too demanding. You made mistakes, we made mistakes. But with all our mistakes and our shortcomings, you were still able to take the best in us. When you asked us to jump, we did not ask: how high?

Thank you for being an inspiration to many among us.

With my colleagues in our small group, we were among the few who could witness the difference between the rigorous, sometimes austere public servant, and the warm, private individual who enjoyed the jokes of William Clark, Dave Hopper or Jean-David Roullet.

Many of us felt privileged to work under your guidance and leadership. We were awed by your sense of purpose, the sense of a worthy cause, your sense of commitment, your sense of achievement. You set new standards, new benchmarks for our trade. You did not always succeed. But you certainly gave us reasons to hope.

Yes, like so many others, I am proud to have been part of McNamara’s Bank.

Thank you, Bob.  Farewell.

Olivier Lafourcade
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