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President Bush said yesterday that he has chosen Deputy Defense Secretary Paul D. Wolfowitz, a key architect of the Iraq war, as the U.S. nominee to head the World Bank.

The announcement was an aggressive move to put the administration's stamp on the World Bank, the largest source of aid to developing countries, by installing at the bank's helm a leading advocate of the U.S. campaign to spur democracy in the Middle East. But it risked a new rift with countries critical of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, especially since it came so soon after Bush's nomination of John R. Bolton, another prominent hawk, as ambassador to the United Nations.

The nomination shocked many among the bank's 10,000-member staff and in many capitals abroad, especially in Europe. When Wolfowitz's name surfaced a couple of weeks ago as a possible nominee, many diplomats and bank insiders dismissed his prospects as remote. Although the United States traditionally gets to choose the World Bank chief, there was speculation that a Wolfowitz candidacy could be torpedoed by the board of the bank, a 184-nation institution that has always operated by consensus.

Bush said at a news conference that he chose Wolfowitz, 61, because he is "committed to development" and is "a compassionate, decent man." 

The president also said that as No. 2 at the Pentagon, Wolfowitz had demonstrated skill for managing a large institution.

Other administration officials cited Wolfowitz's experience as ambassador to Indonesia, assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific affairs and dean of the School of Advanced International Studies at Johns Hopkins University as evidence of his expertise and involvement in development issues.

In a written statement, Wolfowitz sought to dampen fears about his candidacy by stressing a desire to listen to a wide variety of views. 

He also praised James D. Wolfensohn, the outgoing president, a Clinton administration appointee who has run the bank since 1995 but frequently clashed with the Bush team. 

Wolfensohn "has deepened the Bank's commitment to poverty reduction, emphasizing such key factors in development as education, health -- particularly HIV/AIDS, women, youth, and the environment," Wolfowitz said.

If approved by the bank's board, Wolfowitz would assume command of an institution that lends about $20 billion a year to developing nations and often plays an enormously influential role in shaping their policies because of the conditions it sets for aid. 

The World Bank in recent years has been a target of groups that consider it to be an agent of Western corporate capitalism, especially the U.S. variety. Sensitivities abroad are inflamed about the Bush administration's propensity to throw its weight around the world.

Accordingly, the nomination was denounced by many of the groups that came to regard the bank under Wolfensohn as more receptive to their concerns. "Wolfowitz has shown nothing but disdain for collaboration with other countries," said David Waskow, director of the international program at Friends of the Earth. "How's he going to run the World Bank effectively, and to what end?" 

Some others, even some who hold Wolfowitz in high esteem, worried that the nomination would crystallize the impression that the bank is an instrument of U.S. foreign policy. 

The bank's loans were often used during the Cold War to support dictators friendly to the United States, a reputation the bank has only recently begun to live down.

The Wolfowitz nomination "has broken the myth that this is the World Bank -- it's the American Bank," said Moisés Naím, editor of Foreign Policy magazine and a former representative of Venezuela on the World Bank board. Although he said Wolfowitz is "a man of ideas" who has firsthand knowledge of Third World poverty and can command support from the White House, Naím said Bush "has injected America's image problem in an institution that already had a lot of its own problems." 

But Kenneth L. Adelman, a former Reagan administration official, described Wolfowitz as "a perfect fit" who would bring a different philosophy to the World Bank than his predecessors and would be more eager to bypass governments and steer money to private organizations. 

"I can't think of a World Bank president who would be as conservative as he would be," Adelman said. 

"Socialist governments are going to complain about him but socialist governments don't have a track record of enormous success in helping developing countries," Adelman said.

Some World Bank staff members speculated that Wolfowitz would use the bank's financial clout to advance the goal of spreading democracy, especially in the Middle East.

Wolfowitz, in a phone interview, rejected suggestions that he might change bank policy by, for example, making loans contingent on democratic rule. "When the bank sticks to its knitting and works on poverty reduction, that's just a huge contribution to overall progress," he said. "You certainly don't want to say that this institution, which plays such an important role in fighting the AIDS epidemic in Africa, will have a different agenda" because of concerns about how African countries are ruled.

"It's not a secret. I care a lot about the spread of freedom and democracy," Wolfowitz said. "But as I've said over and over again, I think there's a political stream and an economic stream, and they flow together and reinforce each other.

"If I'm president of the World Bank, I know which stream I'm focused on," he said.

It wasn't clear yesterday whether Wolfowitz will be opposed by other bank shareholders. No U.S. choice for bank president has ever been opposed, but in 2000 the Clinton administration effectively vetoed Europe's first choice to head the International Monetary Fund, even though the IMF job is traditionally a European preserve.

The 24 members of the World Bank's board represent member countries or groups of countries, with voting power based mainly on their financial contributions to the bank's capital, so that the United States has about 16 percent of the votes, Japan 8 percent, Germany 4.5 percent, France 4.3 percent and so on. But contested votes are almost unheard of because the board considers consensus to be essential.

Carole L. Brookins, who resigned as the administration's representative on the board a couple of months ago, said that because the bank operates by consensus, "I can't imagine the U.S. putting up a candidate, especially someone of this stature, without doing the homework to make sure he would be acceptable."

Administration officials said Treasury Secretary John W. Snow had contacted his counterparts from a number of other nations in recent weeks, including France, Germany and all the other members of the Group of Seven major industrial countries, to discuss the bank presidency. 

But until yesterday morning, his conversations concerned only the qualifications a new president should have, not specific names, the officials said. "The secretary was encouraged by his calls," a Treasury official said. "We're optimistic about the dialogue that will occur within the World Bank board." 

European sources at the bank said yesterday that they were awaiting instructions from their capitals about how to respond. A spokesman for French President Jacques Chirac was noncommittal in describing Chirac's position after a phone call from Bush. 

"The president took note of this candidacy and will examine it in the spirit of friendship between our two countries, bearing in mind the missions of the World Bank," the spokesman said.
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