
	The Missing Billions

	National Treasury Funds That Disappeared Between Budget Allocation and Project Completion

	Corwin Ashfeld Vance

	 

	
Copyright © 2026 by Corwin Ashfeld Vance

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

	This book is a work of nonfiction. The events, institutions, and individuals described are drawn from publicly available historical, journalistic, and institutional records, and are cited and characterized to the best of the author's knowledge and research. Every reasonable effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the information contained herein. The author disclaims any liability for errors or omissions, or for any consequences arising from the use of the information contained in this book.

	The views expressed in this book are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views or positions of any institution, organization, or government referenced herein.

	First edition.

	 

	
CONTENTS

	Author's Note      

	Chapter one: The Machine That Could Not See      

	Chapter two: The President Who Owned a Country      

	Chapter three: The Foundations      

	Chapter four: Following the Money      

	Chapter five: Twenty Cents on the Dollar      

	Chapter six: The Wolf of Kuala Lumpur      

	Chapter seven: The Vault      

	Chapter eight: The Institution Looks Inward      

	Chapter nine: The Arithmetic of Return      

	Chapter ten: The Ghost Contracts      

	Chapter eleven: What the Money Would Have Bought      

	Chapter twelve: The Department of Bribery      

	Chapter thirteen: The Unfinished Ledger      

	Epilogue      

	A Note on Sources      

	 

	
AUTHOR'S NOTE

	I have spent the better part of three years reading appropriation ledgers, audit reports, court judgments, and the internal correspondence of institutions that generally prefer not to be read this closely. What follows is the product of that reading, organized into a single continuous account rather than a scattered collection of case files, because I came to believe that the individual scandals examined in this book, taken one at a time, are frequently dismissed as unfortunate but isolated failures of a particular country or a particular era. Taken together, spanning five decades and four continents, they describe something considerably more systematic, and considerably more urgent, than any single case can convey on its own.

	Every figure, date, and institutional detail in this book is drawn from public record: court judgments, government audits, the published findings of the World Bank's own Integrity Vice Presidency, peer reviewed economic research, and the reporting of journalists who in several documented instances risked a great deal to bring these facts to light. Where sources disagree on a specific figure, as they occasionally do, I have noted the range rather than asserting a false precision. Nothing in this book is invented.

	This is a difficult subject to write about without lapsing into either cynicism or naivety, and I have tried, not always successfully I am sure, to avoid both. The people who appear in these pages, the officials who stole, the bankers who accepted what they stole, and the investigators, journalists, and ordinary citizens who worked to expose it, were all, in their different ways, operating within a system that this book tries to describe honestly rather than simplify. I hope the result is useful to anyone who wants to understand not just what happened, but why it kept happening, for so long, in full view of institutions that had every reason to know better.

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	THE MACHINE THAT COULD NOT SEE

	On a July morning in 1944, seven hundred and thirty delegates from forty four allied nations gathered at the Mount Washington Hotel in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, to build a machine. It was not a machine of gears and pistons. It was a machine made of ledgers, charters, and promises, designed to do something that had never quite been done before: move enormous sums of money from wealthy nations to poor ones, fast enough and reliably enough to rebuild a shattered world before it broke apart again.

	The war in Europe was not yet over. Soviet troops were still fighting their way toward Berlin, and the beaches of Normandy had been secured barely a month earlier. Yet the men in New Hampshire, dressed in wool suits despite the summer heat, were already looking past the war to the peace that would follow it, and to the danger they believed had caused the war in the first place. That danger, in the minds of economists like John Maynard Keynes and Harry Dexter White, was not simply fascism. It was economic collapse. It was the currency crises and competitive devaluations and starving populations of the 1930s, the conditions that had allowed demagogues to rise in Germany and Italy and Japan. If the peace was going to hold, the theory went, the world needed institutions that could keep capital flowing, keep currencies stable, and keep the machinery of reconstruction running.

	Out of those three weeks of negotiation came two institutions that would, within a generation, become among the most powerful financial actors on earth. The International Monetary Fund was built to stabilize currencies and smooth over balance of payments crises. The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, which the world would come to call the World Bank, was built to lend money for rebuilding. Its first loan, approved in 1947, sent two hundred and fifty million dollars to France for postwar reconstruction. It was a modest beginning for what would become, within four decades, a lending apparatus disbursing tens of billions of dollars a year across more than a hundred countries.

	What almost nobody in that hotel imagined, and what almost nobody said aloud even as evidence mounted for the next fifty years, was how much of that money would simply vanish. Not lost in the sense of a bad investment that failed to generate returns, though there was plenty of that too. Vanish in the more literal sense: withdrawn, diverted, wired offshore, converted into art and property and numbered accounts, spent on things that had nothing to do with the projects for which it had been approved. Roads that were never built but were paid for in full. Hospitals that existed only as a line item and a groundbreaking photograph. Power plants that consumed hundreds of millions of dollars and produced no power. Entire development budgets that entered a country's central bank and left again within days, sometimes hours, bound for Geneva or London or the Cayman Islands.

	This book is about that vanishing. It is about the space between the moment a loan is signed in a boardroom in Washington and the moment a school is supposed to open its doors in a village that has waited a generation for one, and about how often, in that space, the money that was supposed to travel between those two points simply disappeared. It is about postcolonial states, the nations that emerged from European empires in the two decades after Bretton Woods, inheriting borders that made little sense, institutions built for extraction rather than governance, and populations who had been promised, by the departing colonial powers and then by the international community, that independence would bring development. It is about the officials in those states who discovered that the machinery of foreign lending, designed with such good intentions, was also a machine that could be turned to private advantage with astonishing ease. And it is about the international financial institutions, principally the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, who built and operated that machine, who profited from its operation, and who for decades chose not to look too closely at where the money actually went.

	To understand how this happened, it helps to understand what the Bretton Woods institutions were actually built to do, and just as importantly, what they were not built to do. The World Bank was designed as a bank. Its founding purpose was to lend money and be repaid, with interest, so that it could lend more money to more countries. This is a crucial and often overlooked fact. The Bank was never structured primarily as an anti corruption agency, an auditor of foreign governments, or a guarantor of good governance. It was structured to move capital and generate the kind of confidence among its own bondholders, largely wealthy nations and private investors, that would let it borrow cheaply on international markets and relend at rates poor countries could never access on their own. Its success, in the early decades, was measured almost entirely in disbursement. How much money went out the door. How many projects got funded. How quickly loans could be approved and disbursed to keep the pipeline moving.

	This incentive structure, baked into the institution from its founding, would prove to be one of the great unexamined causes of the disappearances this book documents. When an institution's internal culture rewards the volume and speed of lending rather than the verified outcome of that lending, the people working inside it develop, often without realizing it, a kind of professional blindness to the question of where the money actually ends up. Robert McNamara, who became president of the World Bank in 1968 after his tenure as United States Secretary of Defense during the Vietnam War, brought precisely this disbursement culture with him. Under McNamara, the Bank's annual lending grew roughly tenfold over thirteen years, from under one billion dollars a year to more than twelve billion. Loan officers were evaluated, at least informally, on how much money they could get approved and out the door. Country directors who raised concerns about the political conditions into which the money was flowing, about weak institutions, corrupt ministries, or outright kleptocratic regimes, often found those concerns filed away rather than acted upon.

	This was not, it must be said clearly, a matter of institutional stupidity. The archives that have since been opened, and the internal memoranda that have leaked or been declassified over the decades, show something more troubling than ignorance. They show awareness. Bank staff in country after country wrote reports, some of them startlingly candid, describing the corruption they observed, estimating the percentage of project funds being diverted, and warning that continued lending without stronger safeguards would simply finance theft rather than development. These reports were read. They were discussed in internal meetings. And in case after case, the lending continued anyway, because the loans served purposes that went beyond development economics. They served Cold War geopolitics, keeping strategically useful dictators in power and in the Western sphere of influence. They served the institutional imperative to keep disbursing. And they served, in more cases than the Bank has ever been comfortable acknowledging, the personal and political interests of the officials on both sides of the transaction, the lenders and the borrowers alike, who benefited from a system that moved large sums of money with limited independent verification of outcomes.

	Consider the structure of a typical development loan in the postcolonial decades, the period roughly spanning 1960 to 1990 when the bulk of the cases in this book take place. A government would identify, or be encouraged by Bank staff to identify, a development need: a highway connecting an interior region to a port, an irrigation system for a agricultural zone, a power plant to electrify an industrializing city. Bank staff, often after remarkably limited time in the country itself, would appraise the project, estimate its cost, and structure a loan. The loan agreement would specify procurement rules, requiring competitive bidding for contracts above a certain size, and would specify supervision arrangements, typically periodic visits by Bank staff to confirm the project was proceeding as planned.

	Every one of these safeguards, on paper, looked reasonable. In practice, each one contained a gap wide enough to drive a fortune through. Competitive bidding rules could be satisfied by inviting several bids while ensuring, through advance information leaked to a favored contractor, that only one bid would actually be competitive. Supervision visits, often announced weeks in advance and lasting only a few days, could be managed by showing visiting Bank staff a portion of a project that had genuinely been completed, while the remainder of the disbursed funds had already been diverted. Local currency components of loans, the portion of a project's financing that a government itself was expected to contribute or manage, were particularly vulnerable, since they often bypassed the international banking channels that at least left some paper trail and instead moved through domestic treasury systems that a well placed official could control directly.

	And then there was the simplest mechanism of all, one that appears again and again across the cases in this book with almost monotonous regularity: the ghost project. A road that existed on paper, complete with engineering specifications and a signed completion certificate, but that had never actually been built, or had been built to a fraction of its specified length or quality, with the remaining funds pocketed by the officials responsible for certifying its completion. Ghost schools with no students, ghost clinics with no patients, ghost water systems that produced no water. The genius of the ghost project, from the perspective of someone determined to divert public funds, was that it required no elaborate offshore banking structure, no shell company, no international wire transfer that might attract scrutiny. It required only a cooperative local official willing to sign a piece of paper certifying that something existed which did not.

	The economists Ritva Reinikka and Jakob Svensson, in a study that would later become one of the most cited pieces of empirical corruption research in development economics, examined primary education funding in Uganda in the 1990s and found that on average, only thirteen percent of the non wage funds intended for schools actually reached the schools. The remaining eighty seven percent had been diverted somewhere between the central treasury and the classroom. This was not an isolated finding. Similar tracking studies conducted across sub Saharan Africa in subsequent years found leakage rates for social sector spending, meaning money intended for education, health, and welfare programs, ranging as high as seventy six percent in some countries. These figures describe not corruption at the margins but corruption as the dominant reality of public expenditure in the countries where it was measured.

	It is worth pausing here to be precise about what this book is arguing, because the temptation, when confronted with figures like these, is to reach for a simple and satisfying moral narrative in which corrupt postcolonial elites looted their own countries while a naive or well meaning international community looked on in ignorance. That narrative is not false, exactly, but it is dangerously incomplete, and it lets too many people off the hook too easily. The postcolonial officials who diverted development funds bear direct and undeniable moral and often criminal responsibility for what they did. Nothing in the chapters that follow should be read as excusing them. But the international financial institutions that supplied the funds, structured the loans, supervised the disbursements, and in many documented cases continued lending after internal warnings had made the risk of diversion explicit, bear a different but equally real form of responsibility. They built a system with predictable vulnerabilities, staffed it with people who had strong professional incentives to keep money moving rather than to verify its final destination, and in the specific historical context of the Cold War, frequently had geopolitical reasons to prefer a compliant and well funded dictator over a more accountable but less strategically convenient government.

	There is a third actor in this story too, one that receives less attention than either the borrowing governments or the lending institutions, and that is the global financial architecture that received the diverted funds once they left the countries where they had been stolen. Money does not simply vanish into thin air. When a finance minister in Kinshasa or a central bank governor in Jakarta diverted development funds, that money had to go somewhere, and increasingly across the decades this book covers, it went into the private banking systems of Switzerland, Luxembourg, the United Kingdom, and a growing number of offshore financial centers that specialized, quite deliberately, in accepting large deposits without asking difficult questions about their origin. Swiss banking secrecy laws, formalized in 1934 and only meaningfully weakened beginning in the early 2000s, made Switzerland for much of the twentieth century the preferred destination for looted state funds from across the developing world. The bankers who accepted these deposits were, in the overwhelming majority of documented cases, fully aware or willfully blind to the fact that the money arriving in their vaults had been stolen from some of the poorest populations on earth. They accepted it anyway, because bank secrecy was profitable, and because the legal and reputational consequences of accepting it, for most of this period, were essentially nonexistent.

	This, then, is the shape of the machine this book will examine in detail: a lending system built with genuine and in many cases sincere developmental

	
	
	
	