
 

The R.H. Judge Stephen M. Schwebel 
President, World Bank Administrative Tribunal 
1900 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 
Washington D.C. 20431 
December 1, 2013 
 
Dear Mr. President:  
 
I am writing this affidavit at the request of Mr. Yonas Biru in support of his application for a 
review of the Tribunal’s judgments on his 2009 and 2010 racial discrimination and wrongful 
termination claims. I am encouraged by the openness of the Tribunal and delighted to learn 
that the Tribunal has decided to reopen the case for a review. It is my sincere hope that the 
process will create confidence in the Bank’s conflict resolution system; provide relief to a 
long overdue and sad case for Mr. Biru; redeem the integrity and good reputation of the 
Tribunal’s jurisprudence as an impartial and fair adjudicative body; and give closure for the 
Bank and the individual.   
 
At the outset, I would like to mention my credentials that qualify me to make informed 
statement on the issue of racial discrimination in the World Bank. In 1998, following an 
internal report that documented systemic and institution-wide discrimination, President 
James Wolfensohn appointed me as his Senior Advisor for Racial Equality (SARE) for a five 
year term. Up on completion of my term, I served the institution in various capacities across 
the globe until my retirement in July, 2010, including as an HR Manager in the Latin America 
region and finally as a Senior HR Advisor in the Economic Development (DEC) VPU, where 
Mr. Biru was housed until his termination. My role as SARE was one of the most memorable 
for me and for hundreds of staff of Sub-Saharan African origin. I felt empowered by the 
institution to surface and discuss the unthinkable, racial discrimination at the Bank.  

In my role as SARE, I have received and reviewed more than 450 allegations of 
discrimination in a span of five years. Invariably, all the complaints involved allegations of 
discrimination in pay scales, grade assignments and promotions because of the color of their 
skin. The complainants also alleged that their career options were limited to the Africa 
region, as the other regions, especially East Asia and Latin America outside the Caribbean 
islands, were "off limits" to them. The majority of the complainants alleged that they were 
reluctant to use the internal justice system because they believed the system was neither 
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independent nor fair to them. Some of the complainants focused on the opportunity they 
were denied, but the majority expressed their experiences as a violation of their human 
dignity and rights. Many of them alleged to have suffered emotional and psychological 
damages. You will agree with me that black staff who had incredible qualifications must have 
faced both visible and invincible or micro inequities to share with me some horrific stories. 
Mr. Biru’s case is not much different but may even be worse than others I encountered.   

To help put Mr. Biru’s complaint in perspective, in my 30 years of tenure in all parts of the 
Bank Group, it is my sincere belief and professional judgment that the injustice he was 
subjected to is profoundly beyond the pale compared to the cases that I have officially 
reviewed or informally discussed with other colleagues. Having witnessed the emotional and 
psychological toll that the unjust treatment was exacting on him, I felt obliged to intervene.  

I met with Ms. Patricia Neil (HR Manager) and Mr. Justin Lin (Sr. Vice President, DEC and 
Chief Economist) separately and expressed my serious concerns with candor.  It was my 
strong opinion that what Mr. Biru faced was utterly incompatible with the Bank’s “zero-
tolerance policy against racial discrimination.” Ms. Neil shared my concerns and even 
expressed sympathy with Mr. Biru’s situation, but in the end failed to manage the problem. 
In my opinion the HR had moral and institutional obligations to provide Mr. Biru with a 
healthy working environment, honoring the Appeal Committee’s “strong recommendation” 
to do so. Its failure is inexplicable given the institution’s expressed commitment to an 
equitable employment environment to protect staff. In like manner, Mr. Lin’s hands off 
approach and his ultimate decision to terminate the aggrieved staff on blatantly trumped up 
charges amounted to a breach of institutional and professional responsibility.  

Mr. Biru’s experience reminds me of several meetings that I had with President Wolfensohn 
and his senior management team where the role of the Tribunal in holding responsible 
managers accountable was discussed as an essential element of the institutional tools to end 
racial discrimination. The President, in particular, was of the opinion that the key to 
stamping out the scourge that continued to stain the moral fabric of the institution resided 
with the wrath of the Tribunal’s gavel.  It is my humble opinion that Mr. Biru was failed by 
the Tribunal’s judgment, as attested by several independent reviewers of the case, most 
importantly the Staff Association. I had expressed my skepticism concerning the 
independence and impartiality of the conflict resolution system numerous times. I am afraid 
I did not succeed in this regard. The system remained immune from scrutiny. This is 
especially true when it comes to racial discrimination of people of Sub-Saharan African 
origin. President Wofensohn tried his best to institutionalize zero tolerance.  Resistance to 
change persisted.   

In light of this, the Tribunal’s decision to reopen the case is a welcomed development that I 
hope will not only result in a just and fair decision on the merits of Mr. Biru’s claims, but will 
also send a clear signal of the downing of a new era in the Tribunal’s treatment of racial 
discrimination cases. The basic human rights of the staff and the good reputation of the 
institution depend on it. 

It is my sincere hope that the Tribunal will accept my humble, albeit candid, testimony in the 
spirit that is offered. I will be happy to respond to any questions that the Tribunal may have. 



 
 

Respectfully submitted and signed,  
 
 

Aklog Birara 
 


