
El presupuesto participativo:
Un análisis internacional del proyecto 
presupuestal

Birth of the PB – Citizen Engagement in Porto Alegre
Following the fall of the military dictatorship in 1985 , the 
newly-elected democratic government sought new ways to fortify 
democratic institutions and ensure citizen participation in the 
emerging political system. For the government of Porto Alegre, a city 
of 1.4 million people, participatory budgeting was invented to 
achieve this. Introduced in 1989 by the Brazilian Workers’ Party, the 
Participatory Budget marked one of the first attempts at citizen 
engagement in the budgetary process   .

In the ensuing years, the budget was expanded and more civilians 
were incorporated. Although the system has faced challenges 
ranging from a lack of transparency, to low participation, to 
corruption charges, the PB of Porto Alegre continued to expand 
annually, including more than 50,000 civilians and 20% of the city’s 
annual budget .

I. Attributes of the PB in Porto Alegre  
Organization:
The PB of Porto Alegre has gone through multiple rounds of revisions 
since its introduction in 1989. In the first decade under the PB, Porto 
Alegre lacked much of the institutional organization, funding, and 
domestic support to make any significant changes ; however, by the 
late 1990’s, the city began to experience significant change . Despite 
key shifts between these phases, the general organization has 
remained the same:

Finally, the Porto Alegre project serves as a key example for the 
creation of strong oversight committees. The first of these oversight 
organizations is the Council of the Orcamento Participativo (COP) . 
The Council possesses the ability to alter the list of priorities and 
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“There are two rounds of plenary assemblies in each of the 16 districts and on 
each of the five thematic areas (26). Between the two rounds there are additional 
preparatory meetings in the micro districts of the city and on the thematic areas, 
without the participation of the municipal government. In the first round of 
assemblies, local government officials present the audience with general 
information about the city budget. After closure of the first assemblies, meetings 
are held in each neighbourhood, where residents draw up their list of priorities for 
investment in infrastructure. In the second round of assemblies, each district 
elects two members and two alternates to the city-wide municipal budget council. 
In the months following the district assemblies, the delegates of the district budget 
fora negotiate among themselves to come up with district-wide “priority lists” of 
infrastructure projects in each investment category. The municipal budget council 
determines how to distribute funds for each priority among districts. Finally, each 
district’s quota is applied following the priority list of the district. The municipal 
budget council and the district budget fora also monitor spending year-round and 
engage in regular discussions with local government personnel on issues relating 
to service provision more generally” (Souza 2001).
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favor certain projects within the PB; however, their direct election 
through the regional assembly discourages corruption, forcing the 
representatives to act in the best interests of their constituency . The 
Forum of Delegates is another elected body bound by the needs of 
their constituency. The delegates are crucial actors in the 
implementation of each plan; reviewing city expenditures, visiting 
project sights, assessing project needs, and reviewing Works and 
Services requests within each plan . Finally, the Plan of Investment 
Services (PIS) booklet presented by the COP is a crucial tool in the 
maintenance of transparency and accountability. This booklet 
provides a detailed explanation of all the plans and expenditures 
within the PB, giving the citizens crucial insight into the mechanisms 
of their budget and the direct impact of their participation . 

Funding: 
Currently, nearly 20% of Porto Alegre’s municipal budget is dedicated 
to the PB, amounting to roughly $70 million annually . While the 
program continues to expand, the adoption of PB in the state of Rio 
Grande do Sol has deprioritized the development of the Porto Alegre 
system, allowing more supplementary action on the state-level.

II. Impacts of the PB in Porto Alegre
Social Impacts:
In the period between the introduction of the PB in 1989 and the end 
of the 20th Century, the number of schools in Porto Alegre 
quadrupled, sewer and water connections increased from 75% to 
98%, and the health and education portion of the budget nearly 
tripled . As a result of these expanded social services, a significant, 
measurable drop in infant mortality rates has been observed across 
Porto Alegre . 
In addition to the physical benefits of the PB, the program has 
allowed for more representation of traditionally marginalized 
communities. A 2003 Harvard study exemplified these claims, 
revealing that the lowest 20th percentile of citizens in Porto Alegre 
accounted for as much as 30% of the participants in the citizen 
assemblies . This reversal of traditional social structures has allowed 
for more projects in poorer communities and greater human 
development. 

Governmental Impacts:
The PB project in Porto Alegre has also aided the Brazilian 
government in strengthening its institutional capacity and fighting 
corruption. Prior to the implementation of the PB, Brazil still 
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possessed a largely clientelistic structure, left behind by its early 
colonial organization . As the citizens became more involved in the 
budgetary process and oversight committees were introduced, 
politicians were encouraged to act in accordance with the law, 
helping to significantly reduce corruption in Porto Alegre.
Although the PB has a limited scope and cannot implement every 
community proposal, the open conversations that occur during the 
deliberative process have been a crucial link between the 
government and its constituency, improving the accuracy of 
government projects and their awareness of civilian concerns .

THE PB IN LATIN AMERICA

Buenos Aires, Argentina
The PB project in Buenos Aires is perhaps one of the most crucial 
examples of the program, largely due to the fact that it failed. 
Proposed in 1996 and implemented in 2002, the PB was aimed at 
helping the poor   ; however, unlike the Porto Alegre example, the PB 
in Buenos Aires formed in the midst of a political and economic crisis. 
Through analyzing the various qualities of the PB system in Buenos 
Aires, the importance of political support and institutional 
organization are clearly highlighted: 

I.Attributes of the PB in Buenos Aires 
The PB of Buenos Aires was introduced following years of 
participatory proposals aimed at overturning the remnants of the 
military government in Argentina. As other democratic institutions 
flourished, the PB was seen as a way to increase democratic 
legitimacy and reinvent the city’s economy. To maximize 
participation, in 2001, Buenos Aires was divided into 18 Centers of 
Management and Participation (CGPs; Centros de Gestión y 
Participación), who annually voted on a list of projects to present to 
the municipal administration . Of the proposed projects, the city 
divided them into 5 categories: health and environment,  education, 
urban space and safety, socioeconomic development, and culture 
and sports. 
Thanks to this organization, the PB in Buenos Aires quickly expanded 
from 5,000 participants in 2002 to 14,000 by 2004. 
While the process of proposing development plans was fairly 
participatory in nature, the election of PB representatives was far 
more exclusionary. Only citizens who participated in a higher number 
of CGP meetings were eligible to vote for their CGP representatives . 
While the process ensured informed voters and prioritized engaged 
citizens, it meant that many working-class citizens were unable to 
vote. Furthermore, CGP meeting locations were oftentimes found to 
be unequally geographically spaced . Given the conglomerate 
organization of many of the CGPs, this caused various neighborhoods 
to gain preferential statuses in CGP meetings by disproportionately 
attending CGP meetings in their neighborhood.
Although the PB was introduced as a way to bridge the gap between 

the citizens and the government, the polarized nature of Buenos 
Aires left the process open to significant cooptation and political 
competition. Within two years of the introduction of the PB, political 
parties began seizing control of local CGPs, pushing their own 
political goals over the basic needs of the citizens .
The final key attribute of the Buenos Aires PB is the budget itself. 
While most PB programs allocate a specific percentage of the 
municipal budget to development planning, the economic crisis in 
Buenos Aires placed severe limitations on the Argentine budget. As a 
result, instead of providing direct funding, the PB of Buenos Aires 
focused on “city government action” by creating a list of prioritized 
projects that would be pursued until government resources were 
depleted . While this meant that the city couldn’t guarantee project 
completion, it was an innovative way for the government to 
implement the PB system given its financial hardships.

II.Outcome of the PB in Buenos Aires
In the first year of Buenos Aires’ PB system, 338 projects were 
identified by the public, and 80% were successfully implemented . 
Although the program expanded up until 2004, budgetary 
constraints caused the effectiveness of the program to decrease over 
time as politicians prioritized other projects .
This theme of political ambivalence seems to be one of the key issues 
behind the failure of Buenos Aires’ PB. The early cooptation by the 
government revealed the prioritization of political dominance over 
democratic representation, while the disinvestment from the 
program in 2004 confirmed the superficial nature of the program. 

COTACACHI, ECUADOR
Cotacachi is a multiethnic, geographically diverse canton with only 
about 40,000 citizens, of which 80% live in rural, isolated territories . 
Although the program is limited in size and resources, its social, 
developmental, and economic impacts highlight the widespread 
benefits of the PB in different communities.

I.Attributes of the PB in Cotacachi 
Prior to the introduction of PB in the early 2000s, the city maintained 
a well-established, community participation organization, known as 
the Assembly of Cantonal Unity (Asamblea de Unidad Cantonal). The 
program, introduced in 1996, created a sustained dialogue between 
the citizens and government, resulting in an annual Cantonal 
Development Plan to outline their goals for social and economic 
development . This cooperation between the government and civil 
society actors is a key tenant of the Ecuadorian participatory system, 
acting as Cotacachi’s top decision-making body. The PB was later 
introduced to fund this program and further citizen engagement. 
Due to the highly participatory nature of Cotacachi’s cantonal 
government, the local government provides 100% of cantonal 
resources to PB proposals . 
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In order to properly represent all citizens, the PB of Cotacachi is 
divided across the canton’s three key zones: urban, Andean, and 
subtropical. Within these zones, the PB further subdivides into 
communal, zonal, and cantonal levels . Through these divisions, the 
government can attend to local, community issues while also 
considering the development of the collective canton. As a result, in 
2007, 66% of PB funds were invested on the local and zonal levels, 
with each zone receiving roughly a third (28-37%) of the funding . 
Overall, this amounted to nearly $2 million USD in PB investment per 
year.

II.Impacts of the PB in Cotacachi
Historically, the cantonal government of Cotacachi has prioritized the 
urban areas, neglecting nearly 80% of the local population . By 2007, 
however, this unequal allocation of funds was overturned, with 
nearly two-thirds of cantonal resources funding rural projects .

Thanks to this investment, in a period of 10 years, the Cotacachi 
literacy rate increased from 78% to 96% , the infant mortality rate- 
once the highest in Ecuador- decreased to 0%, and the number of 
households with electricity has increased to 99% in the rural zones . 
In addition to these outcomes, the PB has also empowered women’s 
organizations and indigenous movements by promoting equality, 
transparency, and participation . These social changes have reshaped 
the region, leading to the eventual national implementation of a PB 
plan in 2008. 

The PB in the United States

Rogers Park, Illinois
The Rogers Park PB initiative was the first example of the PB system 
within the U.S. Introduced in 2009 , the program was intended to 
ease the large socioeconomic and racial divide throughout the 
municipality; however, the program was met with issues.

I.Attributes of the PB in Rogers Park
Prior to the adoption of PB in Chicago’s 49th Ward, the various 
districts within the city relied on an annual allotment of “menu 
money” – $1.32 million USD per Ward, distributed through the 
“Aldermanic Menu Program” – to fund their respective capital 
investment projects . In 2009, Alderman Joe Moore of Rogers Park 
decided to place this money under civilian control through a PB. 
Similar to the projects in South America, Alderman Moore’s plan 
consisted of a series of nine communal committee meetings, the 
election of delegates, a project exposition, a prioritization process 
through popular voting, and the implementation of prioritized 
projects . To further promote participation, at least one of the nine 
meetings is conducted in Spanish . 
While the plan is based of Porto Alegre’s model, one key departure is 
that the city does not provide a needs-based assessment of each 
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plan prior to its proposal . Furthermore, the Ward’s entire 
infrastructure budget is decided by the citizenry . Although the 
distribution of meetings is a clear attempt at social inclusion in the 
process, the majority of participants come from upper-class, white 
families, causing project priorities to be skewed towards wealthier 
communities.

II.Impacts of the PB in Rogers Park
The PB program of Chicago’s 49th Ward has been, at best, 
ambiguous. While other cities have succeeded in mobilizing the 
public, improving socioeconomic conditions, and building key 
infrastructure, the Chicago plan seems to have been coopted by 
wealthier citizens. As a result, key infrastructure funding has 
reportedly gone towards unnecessary, superficial renovations. In the 
22nd Ward of Chicago, the same project was introduced; however, 
despite miles of unpaved alleyways and rampant potholes, much of 
the city’s budget was spent on park lighting, murals, and speed 
bumps .
Despite these setbacks, the 49th Ward continues searching for ways 
to improve the system. Following the introduction of meetings 
conducted in Spanish and mobile voting sites, the city reports 
increased participation and diversity . Furthermore, the plan has 
been successful in implementing key developmental projects. In 
2017, despite some of the money going towards park benches, 
lighting, and crosswalk signs, the vast majority of the budget- 
$670,000 USD- went towards street and sidewalk repairs . These 
successes, alongside the advancement seen in South America, 
eventually encouraged its expansion across other urban centers in 
America. 

NEW YORK CITY, NY

In 2011, a number of districts across New York City adopted the 
Chicago PB plan, placing $25 million USD under civilian control . The 
expansion to NYC marks the largest PB project in the United States; 
however, its short history means the results are so far unclear. 

I.Attributes of the PB in New York 
On paper, the New York City PB is almost identical to that of Chicago: 
committee sessions discuss projects, representatives are elected, a 
project exposition is held, and a popular vote prioritizes the projects.
Additionally, each district’s PB is funded by an annual municipal 
investment of discretionary funds to the area. Despite the nearly $25 
million in municipal funds invested in the PBNYC, overall, the PB only 
accounts for 0.014% of the total NYC budget .
The New York system is also bound by strong oversight and 
accountability measures thanks to dozens of partnerships with other 
grassroots organizations. The cooperation of the government, civil 
society, and general population occurs within the PB’s Steering 
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48
Committee, helping to outline the guidelines and framework for the 
PB . Through this partnership, the city creates a complex alliance of 
research organizations, charities, government officials, and private 
citizens to simultaneously guide the implementation of the PB while 
maintaining transparency. 
Finally, the PBNYC functions thanks to a consciously inclusive 
structuring system. While the Roger’s Park PB took time to develop 
its multilingual sessions, the PBNYC offers nearly a third (34%) of all 
assemblies with language support  Furthermore, 47% of all meetings 
provide food and 13% even offer childcare . Thanks to the 
partnership with civil society alongside these widespread 
accommodation attempts, the New York PB now reaches nearly 
100,000 citizens annually  .

II.Impacts of the PB in New York
Since its inception in New York City in 2011, the PB has grown 
significantly in its abilities to mobilize and incorporate the population 
in its process of democratic governance. From 2011-2014, the 
number of participating districts increased by a factor of six, while 
the number of participants experienced an eight-fold increase . 
Additionally, the accommodations offered in the assemblies have 
helped promote diverse representation, with 57% of participants 
identifying as people of color, 44% making less than $50,000 per 
year, and 28% born outside the U.S. . 
Due to higher levels of minority participation, the PB process has 
been crucial to the betterment of disadvantaged communities. From 
the introduction of self-defense classes for Muslim women, to 
updates in a local women’s shelter, to the purchase of iPads for 
autistic children . 
Despite concerns that the process can easily be coopted by activists 
and lobbying groups , so far, the municipal Steering Committee has 
ensured transparency and accountability. Furthermore, this 
committee has been a critical asset for lower-income communities 
by providing organizational capacity and resources to aid the 
process. Overall, the NYC example has been a clear example of the 
importance of public-private partnerships and aggressive 
mobilization campaigns.

The PB in Europe

GERMANY
The first cases of the PB appeared within Germany in 1998 through 
the introduction in the small, Southern municipality of Mönchweiler. 
In the following years, the PB proliferated across the country, 
including in urban centers such as Berlin. Although the program has 
small alterations between municipalities, the collective qualities of 
the German system make it an exceptional example of the PB 
experiment. 
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I. Attributes of the PB in Germany 
Unlike the American examples, the German PB is unique due to its 
focus on modern governance and local participation. This 
prioritization of revolutionary government structures- focused on 
democracy, rather than transparency or accountability-  has caused 
Germany to develop a radically different PB system. First, the 
German project is based on a consultative model , meaning that the 
citizens act as advisers, rather than lawmakers, in the formation of 
the city budget. Through this model, German citizens propose laws 
and vote on various projects; however, the final decision on each 
plan is fully up to the decision of each municipal council. Although 
this format is less democratic than its American counterparts, the 
administration still benefits from increased dialogue with the 
population.
Another key aspect of the German PB is the widespread use of the 
internet in the proposal and voting process. Within the country, sixty 
municipal administrations operate almost exclusively through digital 
channels, while another seventeen use the internet as a 
supplementary channel . By decreasing the costs of participation, 
cities like Cologne have been able to achieve elevated levels of 
participation. 

II.Impacts of the PB in Germany
Thanks to the revolutionary, consultative structure of the German 
PB, the country has been incredibly successful in reducing debt while 
promoting popular mobilization. The use of internet has been key to 
this increased mobilization thanks to the decreased participation 
costs. In addition to increasing the levels of participation in the PB, 
the program has helped increase citizen awareness of budgetary 
issues, fostering a more conscientious population . As a result, 
citizens gain higher trust for government decisions, allowing the 
municipal administrations to make tough budgetary decisions and 
decrease deficits.
Despite this, the German PB has failed to properly represent 
underprivileged communities. Historically, the PB has been used to 
redistribute wealth and aid underprivileged communities; however, 
universally across Germany the vast majority of participants have 
been upper-class, middle-aged, white men . The failure of the 
German government to prioritize diversity has caused the program 
to be unrepresentative of the overall population.

PARÍS, FRANCIA
Despite its recent introduction in the fall of 2014, the Parisian PB is 
one of the largest and most important in Europe. Starting out with a 
massive 20-million-euro budget, the system has continued to expand 
at a shocking rate . Given the economic and cultural importance of 
Paris, the PB under development in the city will have international 
consequences.
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I.Attributes of the PB in Paris 
Since its inception in 2014, the Parisian PB has expanded to include 
more than 100 million euros annually, benefitting from the 
participation of 158,000 citizens . The program’s original test-run, a 
budget of 20 million euros and a predetermined list of 15 
government-approved projects , was met with relative success. As a 
result, in 2015, the government began accepting citizen proposals 
and transitioned towards a more democratic system.
A key attribute of the Parisian system is the reservation of funds for 
various topics. Regardless of how the citizens vote, the Parisian 
government promises to allocate 10% of the budget to schools and 
30% to underprivileged communities . The specific allocation of 
funds to at-risk areas help overcome the diversity issues faced in 
other PB systems.
Finally, the PB in Paris relies heavily on the internet to bolster 
participation rates. The PB website helps make the system 
universally available, while the random selection of representatives 
in the system helps combat domination of the system by any interest 
groups. While this has numerous democratic benefits, a key trade-off 
is the lack of deliberation. By primarily operating online, citizens miss 
the chance to meet together and discuss the proposals in a public 
setting.

II.Impacts of the PB in Paris
In 2014, the Parisian PB approved and implemented 9 projects. By 
2016, that number increased to 11 city-wide projects and 208 district 
projects . A notable quality of these projects is the de-prioritization of 
wealthy districts, evidenced by the fact that the three wealthiest 
districts in the city have received the lowest amounts of PB funds .
So far, the key complaint regarding the Parisian system is the 
prioritization of superficial renovations over necessary, 
developmental projects. The project proposals oftentimes equate 
necessary renovations- such as the replacement of school toilets- 
with beautification projects. Although no developmental issues have 
been noted so far, the possible consequences should be watched.

THE PB IN ASIA

REPUBLIC OF KOREA

I.Attributes of the PB in Korea
The PB in South Korea has evolved from civil society’s monitoring 
local budgets. This resulted in the Budget Monitoring Network 
deciding in 2000 that there were major limitations in the budget 
monitoring approach and began to suggest the idea that 
participation was required in the budget allocation process. In the 
following year it was adopted as a main election pledge for the 
Democratic Labor Party for the third local election . 
By August 21, 2012, 242 of 246 local governments had adopted a 
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participatory budgeting ordinance seeing an increase of 100% from 
the previous year. Yeonsu-Gu’s participatory budget allocated 250 
million dollars making up only 1% of its total budget (250 billion) . 
The participatory budgeting system also only involved 1.3% of the 
population. 
The local governments have largely implemented a one size fits all 
approach to participatory budgeting which involves six main 
mechanisms. “formalized ‘open discussion for the public,’ meetings 
with local government officials by central government agencies and 
field trips, a fiscal policy advisory meeting, an Assembly Experts 
Hearing, a budget waste reporting center and public participation in 
audits by the Board of Audits and Inspection” .

II.Impacts of the PB in Korea
The success of public participation within Korea can be accredited to 
the support it received from: the budgeting authorities, political 
leaders and nongovernmental organizations. “Without social and 
political support, it would have been difficult to initiate or sustain 
public participation” on this scale .
 Despite its wide scale adoption, it hasn’t come without its issues. 
One major issue with participatory budgeting in Jeju is 
empowerment. “Local authorities filtered a number of projects 
proposed by NCs and added new projects without negotiating with 
participatory budgeting organizations in 2012” . This demonstrates 
that the decisions on priorities and budget allocations were not 
achieved through the intended institutional mechanism but instead 
through the bureaucratic procedures of local government. 
Another major issue with participatory budgeting within some local 
governments within The Republic of Korea is the lack of 
participation, as previously mentioned in Yeonsu-Gu only 1.3% of the 
population were involved in 2011. The scale of the citizen 
participation results in around 3,700 people dictating the spending 
of 250 million allocated for the district, which has a population of 
292,589. Another challenge for the participatory budget in Korea is 
its vulnerability to “a rebooting of the system when elected officials 
with different political visions come into power” . This can result in 
the projects becoming “too focused on yielding short-term products 
rather than on developing within long term trajectory” .  

Conclusions
Through analyzing these three cases, it becomes increasingly clear 
that the PB is a useful, yet fragile, system that requires the proper 
dedication and oversight to ensure its success. Thanks to this 
international analysis, there are three clear areas that require special 
attention for the protection of this project:

Diversity
Although the PB was introduced to increase representation of 
marginalized groups, various case studies reveal that many systems 
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still suffer from a lack of diversity. Most notably in the PBs of Paris, 
Buenos Aires, Chicago, and Germany, upper-class individuals have 
successfully coopted the systems, undermining the representation of 
poorer communities.

The New York and Paris examples also serve as an effective example 
for combatting this issue. Although Paris suffers from prioritization 
issues, the cities allotment of funds to specific areas has helped 
overturn some of this cooptation. Additionally, the availability of 
linguistic and childcare accommodations in New York has helped 
motivate more minority participation in the system. In order to 
overturn the lack of representation, PBs should be developed in an 
intentionally inclusive manner, helping better represent the needs of 
the overall population.

Implementation
The success of the PB in terms of raising awareness is staggeringly 
uncontested; however, the implementation of those plans is another 
issue within the system. As noted in the Buenos Aires system and the 
early years of Porto Alegre, a robust oversight and implementation 
body is necessary to properly organize the system.

For New York City, these organizational challenges were effectively 
combatted through a network of civil society partnerships and 
increased civilian oversight. Their consultation with NGOs and 
research organizations helped optimize the system and facilitate its 
rapid expansion.

Participation
As noted within nearly every PB system, civilian participation 
continues to be the largest challenge facing the PB. The lack of 
participation in South Korea, Buenos Aires, and Chicago, however, 
contrasts with the larger numbers seen in surprising locations like 
Cotacachi. In Ecuador, this can largely be attributed to the 
surrounding participatory networks that helped build a culture of 
democratic politics.

Instead of crafting a full participatory scaffolding around the 
program, New York, Paris, and Germany have efficiently boosted 
their numbers through a universally available internet campaign. By 
sharing information online and completing the votes through 
internet channels, the costs of participation are significantly lowered 
and the citizens are more informed throughout the process.

Through the consideration of these key areas, alongside an active 
governmental commitment to participatory politics, the PB can be 
an effective tool for inclusion, transparency, and urban 
redevelopment, helping ensure an equal and effective redistribution 
of municipal resources.
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