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The Zero Club: Synthesis

The cross-sector pattern the World Bank cannot explain with any single variable.
DRC: 9 sectors. 30 projects. $5.0 billion. Not one Satisfactory in any sector.

43

unique countries that

have never achieved
Satisfactory in at least
one GP with 22 projects.

419

projects across 14 Global
Practices. 313 IPFs
($23.7bn). 104 DPFs
($10.8bn). No PforR. Zero
S+.

$34.5bn

committed to Zero Club
projects. One-fifth of all
Africa commitment. Every
dollar repaid.

9

Zero Club sectors for
DRC alone. $5.0bn. 30
projects. Not one
Satisfactory in any sector.
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Executive Summary

Methodology note. The analysis is descriptive rather than causal. It identifies patterns in
evaluation outcomes and explores explanations consistent with those patterns. All data are
drawn from IEG’s ICRR/PPAR database (March 2026). The Zero Club threshold (=2
evaluated projects in a GP, 0% S+) is tested for robustness at higher thresholds in Section 1.

This paper synthesises the findings of the Zero Club series — Parts 9 through 12 — and
extends the analysis across all 14 Global Practices operating in Sub-Saharan Africa. The
Zero Club methodology identifies countries where a GP has two or more IEG-evaluated
projects and zero percent Satisfactory. Applied systematically across the entire IEG
database, it produces a finding that no single sector paper could reach: 43 African countries
appear in at least one Zero Club. 419 projects totalling $34.5 billion have been
committed to countries where the Bank’s own evaluation system has never rated a
project in that sector as having achieved its development objectives satisfactorily.

The DRC finding. The Democratic Republic of the Congo appears in nine Zero Club lists
simultaneously — MTI, Health, Transport, Education, Energy, Agriculture, Social Protection,
Social Sustainability, and Poverty. Nine sectors, 30 projects, $5.0 billion committed. Not one
Satisfactory outcome in any sector. No other country in the world has this profile. The DRC
finding eliminates every sector-specific explanation: the problem is not DPF conditionality,
not IPF design, not PBF implementation, not road maintenance, not teacher training, not
power sector reform. The evidence points most consistently to the interaction between
institutional environment and project design.

The 15-country core. Fifteen countries appear in three or more Zero Club lists. These are
not scattered failures. DRC (9 sectors), Congo-Brazzaville (6), CAR (6), Sierra Leone (5),
Burundi (5), Lesotho (5), Niger (4), Guinea (4), Mali (4), Cameroon (4), Madagascar (3),
Kenya (3), South Sudan (3), Guinea-Bissau (3), Comoros (3). Combined: $19.7 billion
committed across sectors where the Bank has never achieved Satisfactory. These 15
countries account for the largest concentration of sustained underperformance identified in
this analysis.

The Moderately Satisfactory Equilibrium. Across all 419 Zero Club projects, the modal
rating is MS — partial achievement. The Bank’s corporate reporting counts MS as success.
IEG’s definition says it is not. The MS equilibrium is self-reinforcing: partial achievement
triggers no institutional consequence. The next project is prepared. Commitment grows. The
lessons are documented. The design model does not change. The pipeline continues.

What the series has established. Four sector-specific Zero Club papers documented the
pattern: MTI (14 countries, $10.4bn) through DPFs; Health (14 countries, $3.0bn) through
IPFs; Transport (7 countries, $1.65bn) through physical construction; Education (10
countries, $2.5bn) through human capital investment. The instrument varies. The GP varies.
The design teams vary. The outcome is identical. The synthesis extends this to all 14 GPs
and shows that the pattern is not a sector problem. It is an institutional model operating in
environments where that model does not produce Satisfactory outcomes.

The escape evidence. Rwanda appears in only one Zero Club (Health, early portfolio) and
has subsequently achieved among the highest S+ rates in Africa across every sector.
Somalia achieves 89% S+ in MTI through externally enforced discipline. Water achieves
100% S+ in Niger — the same country where MTI achieves 0%. The pattern is escapable.
The conditions for escape are consistent: focused design, enforced implementation
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discipline, genuine government ownership, or external accountability mechanisms. The
Bank’s standard project design model provides none of these consistently.

The findings raise a further question: if institutional capacity is a major constraint, how
effectively does the Bank adapt project design to that reality? The companion paper, Quality
at Entry in IDA, examines the principal variable under the Bank’s control — the quality of
project design at approval.
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1. The Master Cross-Sector Zero Club Table

The following table presents every country that appears in three or more Zero Club lists.
These are countries where the Bank has never achieved Satisfactory in multiple sectors
simultaneously:

ooy e s G

9 $5.0bn MTI, Health, Transport, Education, Energy, Agriculture, SPJ, Social,
Poverty
Congo-Brazzaville 6 $636M MTI, Health, Education, Urban, Governance, Environment
CAR 6 $437M Health, Education, Energy, Urban, FCI, Social
Sierra Leone 5 $597M Health, Transport, Energy, Water, Environment
Burundi 5 $431M Transport, Education, Energy, Governance, Water
Lesotho 5 $390M Health, MTI, Transport, FCI, Governance
Niger 4 $1.96bn MTI, Transport, Energy, FCI
Guinea 4 $720M MTI, Transport, Governance, FCI
Mali 4 $683M Urban, Governance, FCI, Environment
Cameroon 4 $420M Health, Education, FCI, Environment
Madagascar 3 $1.24bn MTI, Energy, Poverty
Kenya 3 $1.23bn Health, FCI, Environment
South Sudan 3 $198M Transport, Water, FCI
Guinea-Bissau 3 $164M Health, Energy, Urban
Comoros 3 $54M Health, MTI, Governance

Source: IEG ICRR/PPAR database, March 2026. Zero Club = =2 projects in a GP, 0% S+. 14 GPs analysed.

An additional 13 countries appear in two Zero Club lists and 15 in one. The total: 43 unique
countries — approximately 85 percent of Sub-Saharan African countries — have at least one
sector where the Bank has never achieved Satisfactory with two or more projects.

Robustness Test

A critic may ask: is a threshold of two projects sufficient? The table below tests the finding at
progressively higher thresholds:

Minimum Project Threshold Countries in 21 Zero Country-GP Pairs at 0% S+
Club

>2 projects (baseline) 43 108

>3 projects 35 66

=5 projects 22 29

=10 projects 5 5

Source: IEG ICRR/PPAR database, March 2026. Each threshold requires the stated minimum number of evaluated
projects in a GP with 0% S+.

The pattern survives every threshold. At five or more projects — a demanding standard — 22
countries still have at least one GP at zero Satisfactory. At ten or more, five countries remain.
The finding is not an artefact of small-sample volatility.
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THE CROSS-SECTOR FINDING

DRC has zero Satisfactory outcomes across 9 sectors, 30 projects, and $5.0 billion.
Congo-Brazzaville across 6 sectors. CAR across 6. Sierra Leone, Burundi, and
Lesotho across 5. When the same country fails across different GPs, different
instruments, and different design teams over decades, the failure cannot be
attributed to any single sector’s methodology, instrument choice, or staff quality.
The evidence is most consistent with institutional capacity and implementation
capability defining the operating constraints within which projects must succeed or
fail. The Bank’s project desigh model does not consistently adapt to those
constraints.
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2. The Zero Club by Global Practice

The Zero Club methodology was applied identically across all 14 GPs operating in Sub-
Saharan Africa. The table below shows the size of each GP’s Zero Club:

Global Practice ZC ZC Projects | ZC Commit | All-time S+
Countries

FCI 14 56 $1.7bn 27.6%
Health 14 55 $3.0bn 22.3%
MTI 13 97 $10.4bn 21.2%
Education 10 33 $2.5bn 29.5%
Energy 10 36 $11.4bn 27.6%
Governance 9 28 $540M 25.4%
Transport 7 19 $1.65bn 31.0%
Urban 8 27 $1.05bn 35.5%
Environment 8 30 $619M 30.7%
Agriculture 4 14 $919M 29.3%
Water 3 6 $210M 34.7%
SPJ 3 8 $185M 53.8%
Poverty 2 4 $99M 37.5%
Social 2 4 $172M 20.0%

Source: IEG ICRR/PPAR database, March 2026. S+ = Satisfactory or Highly Satisfactory by project count. ZC = Zero Club
(22 projects, 0% S+).

FCI and Health have the largest Zero Clubs — 14 countries each. MTlI is close behind at
13. These are the three GPs that most frequently attempt institutional transformation:
financial sector reform, health system strengthening, macroeconomic policy change. The
GPs that focus on specific commodity delivery or bounded objectives — Water (3 countries),
SPJ (3), Agriculture (4) — have the smallest Zero Clubs. The pattern is consistent with the
series’ central finding: focused delivery outperforms transformational design in low-capacity
environments.

Energy’s Zero Club is the largest by commitment ($11.4bn) — driven almost entirely by
South Africa ($9.9bn, Eskom). A critic may note that one megaproject distorts the
commitment numbers. The count-weighted figures confirm this matters: Energy’s all-time S+
rate is 27.6 percent by count but only 15.7 percent by commitment. Excluding South Africa,
the commitment-weighted S+ rate rises to 26.1 percent — close to the count-weighted figure.
The Eskom effect is real and concentrated in the commitment metric. The count-weighted
analysis, which treats every project equally regardless of size, confirms that Energy’s
underperformance is not solely a South Africa story.

MTI is second at $10.4bn. Together, Energy and MTI account for $20.8bn of the $34.5bn
Zero Club total — 60 percent. The Bank’s two largest Africa portfolios by commitment are
also its two weakest by Zero Club exposure.

The Instruments

The 419 Zero Club projects use two instruments:
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Investment Project Financing (IPF) $23.7bn 75%
Development Policy Financing (DPF) 104 $10.8bn 25%
Program-for-Results (PforR) 0 $0 0%

Source: IEG ICRR/PPAR database, March 2026. Zero Club projects only.

IPFs build things: roads, schools, clinics, power plants. DPFs change policies: fiscal
conditionality, institutional reform, regulatory frameworks. Opposite design philosophies. In
the Zero Club countries, neither reaches Satisfactory. DRC has both IPFs and DPFs across
nine sectors — both produce the same modal outcome. The absence of PforR in the Zero
Club is notable but may reflect sample size: PforR’s Africa portfolio is still small enough that
this could be a coverage artefact rather than evidence of instrument superiority.

The instrument finding. Switching instruments does not solve the problem. The 104 DPFs
($10.8bn) are concentrated in MTI — the GP with the largest project count in the Zero Club
(97 projects). The 313 IPFs ($23.7bn) span every other GP. The failure is not in the
instrument. It is in the match between instrument ambition and institutional capacity. A DPF
that conditions disbursement on institutional reforms the government cannot deliver
produces the same outcome as an IPF that designs implementation arrangements the
government cannot sustain.

The IDA Concentration

The Zero Club is overwhelmingly an IDA problem. Of the 417 Zero Club projects, 393 — 94
percent — are financed by IDA credits or grants. By commitment, $27.9 billion of the $34.5
billion total (81 percent) comes from IDA. The remaining $6.6 billion in IBRD is almost entirely
South Africa (Eskom). Strip out Eskom and the Zero Club is effectively 100 percent IDA.

Commitmen | Share of ZC
t Total

IDA credits $17.7bn 51%
IDA grants $10.2bn 30%
IBRD loans $6.6bn 19% Almost entirely South Africa

Source: IEG ICRR/PPAR database, March 2026. Zero Club projects only.

This finding connects the Zero Club directly to the companion paper on Quality at Entry in
IDA. The concessional window — designed for the poorest and most institutionally
constrained countries — accounts for four-fifths of all Zero Club commitment. The question
the QAE paper examines is whether IDA’s project preparation and quality assurance
processes adapt design ambition to the institutional capacity of the environments where 81
percent of this lending goes.
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3. DRC: The Definitive Case

The Democratic Republic of the Congo is in nine Zero Club lists simultaneously. No other
country appears in more than six. The DRC case eliminates every sector-specific defence
because every sector has been tried and every sector has failed:

6 $1,670M DPF (broad budget support, fiscal conditionality)
Health 4 $982M IPF (PBF, health facility construction, MNCH)
Transport 4 $948M IPF (road rehabilitation, river navigation, airport)
Education 4 $550M IPF (sector support, basic education, PBF)
Energy 4 $339M IPF (electricity access, Inga rehabilitation)
Agriculture 2 $230M IPF (agriculture productivity, rural development)
Social 2 $122M IPF (social sustainability programmes)
SPJ 2 $112M IPF (social protection, safety nets)
Poverty 2 $57M IPF (poverty reduction, equity programmes)

Source: IEG ICRR/PPAR database, March 2026.

$5.0 billion. 30 projects. 9 sectors. Zero Satisfactory in any. The Bank has used DPFs
(MTI), IPFs with PBF (Health), physical construction IPFs (Transport), sector support
(Education), energy access (Energy), agricultural productivity (Agriculture), social protection
(SPJ), and equity programmes (Poverty). Every instrument in the Bank'’s toolkit. Every GP
that operates in DRC. The same result.

The DRC Health project (P147555, $715M) is the single largest health IPF in Africa — rated
MS despite fraud in a province that was removed from the project. The DRC Multi-modal
Transport project ($255M) is one of only two HU-rated transport projects in Africa. The DRC
MTI portfolio includes $1.67 billion in budget support that produced no measurable
institutional change. The details vary. The outcome does not.

What the DRC case suggests: When the institutional environment is below the floor — no
functioning civil service, no credible procurement system, no accountability mechanisms, no
maintenance capacity — achieving Satisfactory outcomes becomes exceptionally difficult
regardless of instrument choice, GP, or design innovation. The Bank’s response has been to
lend more across more sectors. The outcome has been MS across all of them.

THE DRC QUESTION

If the Bank cannot achieve Satisfactory in any of nine sectors in the DRC despite
$5.0 billion in commitment, what is the institutional model that would produce a
different result? The Bank has not answered this question. It has answered a
different one: how to continue lending. The pipeline continues across all nine
sectors. No mechanism connects the accumulated 0% S+ record across nine GPs to
the lending authority for the tenth.
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4. The Escape Evidence

The Zero Club is not deterministic. Countries escape. The conditions for escape are
consistent across sectors:

Country S+ Performance Why It Escaped

Rwanda 93.9% Transport, 96.1% Energy, State implementation discipline. Imihigo
89.5% Governance, 75.4% performance contracts. Community
Education accountability. Governance platform built

before financing scaled.

Somalia 89% MTI External implementation discipline. UN/NGO
delivery. Bounded objectives. Discipline
imposed by circumstance.

Niger 100% Water (4/4 S+) but 0% MTI Same country, different outcomes. Water
(15 proj) used focused, measurable objectives. MTI
used broad DPF conditionality.
Burkina Faso 96% Water (4 proj) but 0% Health (6  Water worked through specific commodity
proj) delivery. Health failed through system-
strengthening design.
Cameroon 64.4% Transport but 0% Health, 0%  Roads Fund provides single-institution
Education discipline. Health and education require cross-
ministry coordination.
Guinea 62.6% Health but 0% Transport, Health used disease-specific vertical delivery.
MTI, Governance Other sectors used government systems.

Source: IEG ICRR/PPAR database, March 2026.

The escape pattern reveals two pathways: institutional discipline (Rwanda, Cameroon’s
Roads Fund) and design specificity (Niger's water projects, Guinea’s disease-control
health projects, Somalia’s externally managed programmes). In every case, the successful
model shares four features: focused objectives, measurable outcomes, accountability
mechanisms at the delivery level, and design matched to actual capacity. The Bank’s
standard project model — broad transformational objectives, complex multi-component
design, MS-tolerant supervision — provides none of these consistently.

The Niger paradox is the most analytically precise escape case. Niger ranks 100% S+ in
Water (4 projects, $202M) and 0% in MTI (15 projects, $1.65bn). Same government. Same
civil service. Same institutional environment. Water projects used specific infrastructure with
measurable endpoints. MTI used broad DPF conditionality targeting institutional reform
across multiple ministries. The GP that matched its design to what Niger’s institutions could
absorb delivered Satisfactory outcomes. The GP that designed for transformation did not.
The variable is not the country. It is the design-capacity match.
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5. The Five Conceptual Contributions

The Zero Club series has developed five recurring concepts across the four sector papers.
The synthesis confirms that each applies across all 14 GPs:
5.1 The Moderately Satisfactory Equilibrium

The rating distribution across all 3,020 IEG-evaluated projects in Sub-Saharan Africa
demonstrates the equilibrium empirically:

Rating Projects Share Cumulative
Highly Satisfactory 59 2.0%

Satisfactory 1,063 35.2% S+=37.2%
Moderately Satisfactory 916 30.3% MS+ = 67.5%
Moderately Unsatisfactory 441 14.6%

Unsatisfactory 496 16.4%

Highly Unsatisfactory 42 1.4% MU+ = 100%

Source: IEG ICRR/PPAR database, March 2026. All Sub-Saharan Africa, all GPs, all-time.

MS is the second most common rating (30.3%) after Satisfactory (35.2%). The MS+ rate —
67.5 percent — is what the Bank reports as its success rate. The S+ rate — 37.2 percent —is
the benchmark IFC and MIGA use. The 30-point gap across 3,020 projects is the MS
equilibrium quantified. Within the Zero Club’s 419 projects, MS is the modal rating: partial
achievement, not failure, not success, and institutionally consequence-free.

The MS+/S+ gap varies by sector: Transport has the widest (44pp), MTI the second (43pp),
Education and Energy tied at 41pp, Health at 40pp. But the mechanism is identical across all
GPs. Partial achievement is counted as success. Full achievement is never reached.

5.2 The Form-Function Split

Every sector exhibits the same pattern: the form of development is delivered while the
function is not. In Transport, roads are built but not maintained. In Health, clinics are
constructed but quality of care does not improve. In Education, classrooms are built and
children enrolled but learning outcomes stagnate. In MTI, laws are enacted but institutions do
not change. In Energy, power plants are built but distribution systems collapse. In Agriculture,
inputs are delivered but productivity does not transform. The form is visible, measurable, and
disbursement-friendly. The function requires institutional change that the Bank’s project
model does not consistently produce.

5.3 Enforced Implementation Discipline

The two pathways out of the Zero Club pattern are both forms of enforced discipline: strong
state capability (Rwanda) and external constraint (Somalia). Rwanda achieves among the
highest S+ rates in Africa across every sector — 93.9% in Transport, 96.1% in Energy, 89.5%
in Governance, 75.4% in Education — through Imihigo performance contracts, community
accountability mechanisms, and implementation discipline applied before financing scales.
Somalia achieves 89% S+ in MTI through external partners (UN, NGOs) that impose
discipline the state cannot. Both prove the pattern is escapable. Neither represents the
Bank’s standard operating model.

Page 10



mdbreform.com - The Zero Club - Synthesis - July 2026

5.4 The Floor-Ceiling Framework

The comparator evidence from Health (Global Fund OIG audits) established that the
institutional environment determines the floor — below which no delivery model works —
while the delivery model determines the ceiling in countries where basic institutional capacity
exists. In Angola, DRC, and Congo-Brazzaville, both the Bank and the Global Fund struggle.
In Kenya, the Global Fund succeeds where the Bank does not. The cross-sector synthesis
confirms this framework: DRC is below the floor in every sector. Kenya is above the floor but
the Bank’s design model does not reach the ceiling.

5.5 The Missing Counterfactual

The Bank has no mechanism that connects outcome performance to portfolio design. No
number of consecutive below-Satisfactory ratings in a country-GP combination triggers an
automatic review. IEG documents the lessons. Management acknowledges them. The next
project is prepared. The counterfactual is not lending suspension — IDA exists precisely for
difficult countries, and fragile states cannot be abandoned. The counterfactual is whether the
accumulated evidence of sustained underperformance could trigger any of: mandatory
portfolio restructuring around narrower objectives; smaller projects with bounded scope
matched to demonstrated capacity; external implementation arrangements where
government systems have repeatedly failed to deliver; or performance triggers that condition
future lending volume on verified outcomes from existing commitments. None of these
alternatives has been systematically tested in the countries documented in this series.
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6. What This Paper Does Not Claim

The paper does not claim that no development benefit occurred in the 43 Zero Club countries;
that roads were not built; that children did not enter school; that health services were not
expanded; that macroeconomic stability was not maintained; or that these countries should
not receive Bank support. Partial benefits occurred. That is what Moderately Satisfactory
means.

The paper does claim that the Bank’s own evaluation benchmark — Satisfactory, the
standard IFC and MIGA use as their operative threshold — was never reached in these
country-sector combinations across 419 projects and $34.5 billion over up to 36 years. The
same lessons were documented across GPs, instruments, decades, and design teams
without systematic operationalisation. The Moderately Satisfactory equilibrium persists
because no institutional mechanism connects performance to consequence. These are
findings of institutional pattern, not of country failure.
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7. Conclusion

The key finding is not that individual projects fail. It is that the same countries repeatedly fail
to achieve Satisfactory outcomes across multiple sectors, instruments, and decades. DRC in
nine Zero Clubs. Congo-Brazzaville in six. CAR in six. Forty-three countries, 14 GPs, 419
projects, $34.5 billion. The consistency of the pattern suggests that project design,
institutional capacity, and implementation discipline interact in ways that the Bank’s current
operating model does not adequately address.

The evidence points consistently toward the interaction between these variables — not
toward country characteristics alone — as the dominant explanation. Rwanda proves the
pattern is escapable through strong governance. Niger proves it is escapable through
focused design. Somalia proves it through external discipline. The escape conditions are
consistent: focused objectives, accountability at the delivery level, design matched to
demonstrated capacity. The Bank’s standard project model provides none of these
consistently.

The institution has the diagnosis. The 2018 WDR documented the learning crisis. IEG’s FCV
evaluations named the design-capacity mismatch. The Wappenhans Report (1992) named
the approval culture. The Zero Club series reaches the same conclusions through 419
project-level evaluations. The question is no longer analytical. It is institutional: whether the
accumulated evidence of sustained underperformance will produce a change in the operating
model, or whether the Moderately Satisfactory equilibrium will continue to absorb it.

One unresolved question remains: to what extent do these patterns reflect the institutional
environments in which projects operate, and to what extent do they reflect the quality of the
projects approved for those environments? The next paper in the series — Quality at Entry in
IDA — examines the latter.

THE BOTTOM LINE

43 countries. 14 GPs. 419 projects. $34.5 billion. Zero Satisfactory in each country-
sector combination. DRC in 9 Zero Clubs. The instrument varies: DPFs, IPFs, PforR.
The GP varies: MTI, Health, Transport, Education, Energy, Agriculture, Water,
Governance, FCI, Urban, Environment, SPJ, Social, Poverty. The design teams vary.
The decades vary. The modal outcome is identical: Moderately Satisfactory. The
lessons are identified, documented, and repeated. The design model does not
change. The pipeline continues. The Moderately Satisfactory equilibrium has
become a persistent feature of the World Bank’s operating model in Africa. This
paper documents what it produces.
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The Zero Club Series

Zero Club — MTI in Africa $10.4bn 0%

#10 Zero Club — Health in Africa $3.0bn 0%
#11 Zero Club — Transport in Africa $1.65bn 0%
#12 Zero Club — Education in Africa $2.5bn 0%
Zero Club — Cross-Sector Synthesis $34.5bn 0%
Companion sector records: mdbreform.com/transport-record/,

Published
Published
Published
Published

This paper

mdbreform.com/health-record/,

mdbreform.com/education-record/. Case studies: Nigeria Water, Angola DPF, South Africa Eskom, Ghana FCI, DRC
Portfolio, DRC Inga, Somalia, Rwanda. Analytical papers: Policy Without Performance; Power Architecture; Game

Theory; Board Governance; IDA21 Performance; FCV Strategy.
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