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  Executive Summary

Imagine a city where ordinary residents decide together when new schools are built, where parks are
located, and which library programs are offered. Imagine a city where people voluntarily direct their
tax dollars to poorer communities. Imagine a city where thousands of residents of different ages,
races, and values regularly meet together to build a better common future – all in the name of...
municipal budgeting?

In Porto Alegre, this scenario is the reality. Since 1989, this Brazilian city has developed a
participatory municipal budgeting process that enables residents to directly decide how part of the
city’s budget money is spent. Based on the success of Porto Alegre, this process has been adopted and
adapted by hundreds of other cities. In Toronto, community groups have called for 10% of the city’s
budget to be allocated through participatory budgeting by 2010. In November 2003, Toronto’s new
Mayor declared his plans to develop a “truly participatory” budget process. Two months later, he
launched the Listening to Toronto public consultations and suggested that more changes were to
come. This report builds on the initiative of community groups and the Mayor by presenting a
framework for participatory budgeting in Toronto, in four main parts. This framework can serve as
a model for developing participatory budgeting in other cities.

1) What defines participatory budgeting as a distinct process of democratic governance? Participatory
budgeting creates new democratic institutions – local and regional budgeting units and city-wide
budget councils. Residents democratically decide budget priorities, elected budget delegates represent
participants, city staff facilitate and provide technical support, and participants oversee the entire
process. Participatory budgeting relies on popular education, transparent budget spending criteria,
and local direct-impact budget projects. These design features, when implemented together, establish
participatory budgeting as a model for participatory democratic governance.

2) How can participatory budgeting contribute to the public good? Participatory budgeting programs
include specific mechanisms to promote democracy, equity, community, education, transparency, and
efficiency. These programs must, however, acknowledge and respond to potential problems and
concerns regarding participation, politics, administration, and co-optation.

3) How has participatory budgeting worked in Canada? Two existing Canadian programs have been
successful and continue to grow. In Guelph, neighbourhood groups decide how part of the city’s
community services budget is spent using participatory budgeting. In Toronto, tenants of Toronto
Community Housing decide how $18 million of capital funds are spent on their buildings.

4) How can participatory budgeting work in Toronto? Based on the experiences of existing programs
and the local context, this report proposes a model for participatory budgeting in Toronto. There are
several potential local obstacles, but also ways to address them. To move towards participatory
budgeting, city staff, councillors, and community groups need to increase community awareness and
skills, build staff and councillor capacity, and experiment with pilot participatory budgeting programs.
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 1. Introduction: Imagine a Democratic City

Imagine a city where ordinary residents decide together when new schools are built, where parks are
located, and which library programs are offered. Imagine a city where people voluntarily direct their
tax dollars to poorer communities. Imagine a city where thousands of residents of different ages,
races, and values regularly meet together to build a better common future – all in the name of...
municipal budgeting?

In Porto Alegre, Brazil, this scenario is the reality. Since 1989, the city’s participatory budgeting
process has enabled ordinary community members to directly decide how part of the city’s budget
money is spent. During the 1990’s, hundreds of other cities in South America adopted participatory
budgeting. In North America, the City of Guelph and the Toronto Community Housing
Corporation have developed their own processes.

In Toronto, increasing community demands and new political leadership are bringing about more
public participation in the city’s budget process. Local community groups are advocating for a more
participatory budget process that better meets the needs of low-income and marginalized groups. In
November 2003, David Miller was elected as Toronto’s new Mayor, largely on a platform of greater
government accountability and public engagement. In his inaugural address, Miller announced his
first new initiative: “we will start by making the city's budget process one that is truly participatory.”1

Soon afterwards, Miller launched Listening to Toronto , a new city-wide public consultation process
for the 2004 budget. He also suggested that the 2005 budget process would be more participatory.2

Could the Porto Alegre model of participatory budgeting work in Toronto? What might a Toronto
version look like? What problems and obstacles might it face? How could it be started? In a city where
voter turnout has sunk to 39%, are residents interested in being engaged?3 Why should they be?

This report builds on the initiative of community groups and the Mayor by presenting a framework
for participatory budgeting in Toronto. This framework can serve as a model for developing
participatory budgeting in other cities.

The report first explores how cities are currently governed, explaining the context for participatory
budgeting. It then shows how participatory budgeting is a distinct process of participatory
democratic governance, with specific design features and core principles. After assessing how these
processes can contribute to the public good, the report describes two experiences of participatory
budgeting in Canada. The final sections discuss how participatory budgeting could be developed in
Toronto. The findings are based on interviews with City staff and participatory budgeting experts, a
review of existing experiences with and research about participatory budgeting, and direct
observations of the Toronto budget process (See Appendix A: Resources Used and Appendix B:
Research Method).
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 2. Urban Governance: For whom and by whom?

Before imagining a democratic city, let us observe the present. How are cities governed now? Who
makes the decisions that shape the everyday life of city residents? What are the decision-making
processes, and how democratic are they? What are the philosophies and ideals that guide these
governance processes, and whose interests do they serve? How else might governments and citizens
participate in governance?4 These questions have been the subject of much debate and research, and
they will resurface throughout this paper. To begin, this section introduces the basic context and
issues of urban governance that are necessary to understand and discuss participatory budgeting. Or
in other words, why does participatory budgeting matter?

2.1 Recent Cha nges in Governance

Since the 1960s, the roles of governments and citizens have changed significantly in Canada and
other Western governments. In the mid-20th century, governments widely presented themselves as
protectors of citizens’ rights – institutions whose function was to respond to citizens’ needs and
demands.5 This supportive role was rooted in the cooperation between government, businesses, and
workers that characterized the “Fordist” period (1940s-60s). During this time, increasingly
mechanized production and growing mass consumption led to rising economic productivity and
corporate profits. In most industrialized countries, workers and unions generally agreed to suppress
open conflict with employers in exchange for a share of the growing profits. Government served to
enforce and sustain this “social contract” between unions and corporations.6

In the late 1960s, business productivity and profits began to decline. In response, international
financial and regulatory organizations, corporations, and politicians began to dismantle the Fordist
welfare state.7 In its place, they have increasingly promoted flexibility and mobility of capital, goods,
and services. Rather than securing people’s rights and redistributing wealth, governments are
expected to help people and firms compete in economic markets. Political leaders have increasingly
advocated that governments become less involved in people’s lives, intervening only in cases of
market failure.8 This new political and economic philosophy became known as neoliberalism.9

During the Reagan (US), Thatcher (UK), and Mulroney (Canada) governments in the 1980s,
neoliberalism emerged as the dominant force shaping the role of government.

At the local level, city governments are increasingly expected to act like and on the level of business –
a philosophy referred to as “urban entrepreneurialism”. 10 Entrepreneurial cities attempt to sell
themselves by developing new world-class places, such as spectacular waterfronts, ethnic retail
districts, and high-tech industry zones. Economists such as Michael Porter urge that entrepreneurial
city governments focus on creating wealth rather than redistributing it.11 According to Richard
Florida’s theory of the creative class, cities should welcome gays, artists, and minorities mainly on the
grounds that these groups boost business prosperity and increase economic competitiveness.12 Local
governments thus assume new roles: increasing the economic value of the city as a business location,
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facilitating private sector growth and business development, and aligning government programs and
incentives with economic performance. Rather than guarantee social support systems, cities
increasingly strive to create better environments for business.

As cities become more entrepreneurial, upper-tier governments increasingly treat them as
entrepreneurs – independent actors who can and should look after their own affairs. Many federal
and provincial governments have downloaded and decentralized social services, while decreasing
financial support to cities.13 At the same time, they have restricted municipalities’ range of possible
action by reforming and consolidating tax systems, and centralizing and privatizing education, health,
and prison systems. City governments are often forced to downsize and privatize, transferring
decision-making power and responsibility to the private sector.

2.2 Where are  the People?

As city governments are engaging in urban entrepreneurialism, city residents appear to be
disengaging from governance. Voter turnout has been declining since the 1970s in Canada and the
United States, and people are participating less in political parties.14 Confidence in politicians and
trust in government appear to be decreasing globally.15 At the local level, people are participating less
in non-profit organizations and volunteering less with community groups.16 Overall, the institutions
and mechanisms of democratic governance appear to be increasingly detached from ordinary people.
We are thus left with less actual democracy – a phenomenon known as the “democratic deficit”.

When people do participate in governance, they increasingly do so as consumers or clients, rather
than as citizens.17 In the words of Carole Pateman, democracy is reduced to the “competition of
leaders (elites) for the votes of the people at periodic, free elections... ‘participation’, so far as the
majority is concerned, is participation in the choice of decision makers.”18 Rather than participating
actively in community and government decision-making, citizens strive to gain maximum output
(policy decisions) from leaders with minimum input (participation).19 

Changes in governance most significantly affect people’s everyday lives at the local level. City
governments pump more resources into economically influential areas, to support economic
strengths and increase international competitiveness.20 Meanwhile, less politically powerful or
marginalized communities are often left behind, with declining or stagnant public services and
increasing needs.

What are the underlying causes of these deepening social and economic inequalities? According to
neoliberal philosophy, too much government intervention and too little individual initiative are to
blame.21 Opponents of neoliberalism, however, suggest that inequality results from systemic unequal
distribution of resources and public services.22 While privileged people usually have the resources to
compete for good jobs and good homes, others are faced with increasingly fewer options about
where and how to live and work. 
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2.3 Possibilitie s for Participatory Democratic Governance

How can city governments and residents work together to reduce inequality and the democratic
deficit? Politicians, community groups, and citizens are increasingly looking to public participation as
an answer. Governments are holding public consultations for major policy decisions, organizing
community meetings for public works projects, appointing citizens to advisory committees and
boards, calling referenda on capital projects and borrowing, and looking for other new and improved
ways to engage residents. These efforts can each help reconnect citizens with government, while
enabling people to develop shared understandings of how to build better neighbourhoods and cities.
If integrated throughout government programs and community life, participatory processes can
constitute a new approach to governance – participatory democratic governance.

Participatory democratic government does not necessarily reduce inequality or increase citizen
engagement, however, unless it is well designed and clearly defined. Some critics complain that
“democracy” is increasingly used as a justification for virtually everything, leaving the term with less
actual relevance.23 Democracy can mean freedom and rights, or equality of opportunity. Some
consider civil society key to democracy, while others emphasize the role of free markets. Democracy
is used to justify wars and diplomacy, elections and coups. For some, good democratic citizens vote,
while for others they form community organizations or engage in political protest.24

Likewise, “public participation” is used to justify and describe very different processes and programs
– some of which may not be very participatory. In the late 1990s, several public participation
programs introduced by neoliberal governments appear to have suppressed social change and
democratic participation. In Bolivia, the Law of Popular Participation may have strengthened
corrupt power structures in cities such as Cochabamba, as groups that disagree with the Mayor are
excluded from the participation process.25 At the same time, the law has diverted the attention of
social movements from systemic national issues to isolated local causes.26 In Puerto Rico, a law
institutionalizing public participation has downloaded the responsibility for service delivery to
communities, while government bureaucrats retain decision-making power.27 It appears that some
public participation programs are being used to decentralize blame for government policies while
building the legitimacy of dominant political parties.

We develop our understanding of democracy by participating in and learning from democratic
institutions and society. What kind of democracy should city governments teach? How should they
invite citizens to participate in democratic institutions? How can we immunize public participation
from political corruption and co-optation? Several models of participatory democratic governance
have been proposed in response to these questions, as described below.
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1) Participatory Theory of Democracy
Carole Pateman, in her influential book Participation and Democratic Theory , builds on the
observations of classical and contemporary democratic thinkers to develop her own participatory
theory of democracy.28 According to Pateman, democracy should be based on the following principles:
• individuals and democratic institutions cannot be considered in isolation from one another,
• input (participation) should be maximized and recognized for its educational function,
• output includes both policies and the development of social and political skills in individuals,
• participation is self-sustaining – as people participate, they learn how to participate more.

2) Citizen Control
In her classic 1969 article, Sherry Arnstein sketches a “ladder of citizen participation”, describing
eight gradations, or rungs, of participation.29 These rungs range from “manipulation” at the bottom to
“citizen control” at the top. Citing autonomous community development corporations and minority-
owned cooperatives, Arnstein explains that at the citizen control rung, people have the power to:
• govern the program or institution,
• make policy and managerial decisions,
• negotiate the conditions under which ‘outsiders’ may exert control.

3) Empowering Participatory Policy
In her 2000 book on Porto Alegre, Rebecca Abers defines a participatory governance model by
examining who participates, the tasks that participants are engaged in, and the decision-making
power that participants have.30 She outlines a theory of empowering participatory policy based on:
• openness to those who are usually excluded from public decision-making,
• discussion of policy goals and agendas – rather than implementation of predesigned programs,
• effective citizen control – participants have real deliberative power.

4) Empowered Participatory Governance
Through the Real Utopias project, Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright explain their own vision of
deliberative democratic practice: empowered participatory governance.31 Their model is based on six
main principles and design features:
• focus on specific and tangible problems,
• involvement of ordinary people affected by these problems and local government officials,
• deliberative development of solutions to these problems,
• devolution of decision-making authority to empowered local units,
• centralized supervision and coordination,
• state institutions guide problem solving efforts.
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5) Deliberative Participatory Planning
John Forester, in The Deliberative Practitioner, develops perhaps the most influential participatory
democracy model within the planning discipline.32 Based on his understanding of the complex,
conflict-ridden, and pluralist world of planning and government policy, Forester’s model calls for:
• government decisions based on local practical knowledge, 
• public deliberation that welcomes diverse and marginalized participants,
• active public participation in collaborative problem solving,
• mutual learning and consensus-building to achieve common community goals,
• transfer of power to the subjects of government planning,
• transformation of material conditions and human relationships.

These five models propose how changes in governance processes can help build participatory
democracy. The next section explains how participatory budgeting has transformed these theoretical
approaches into an existing process of participatory democratic governance.
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 3. What is Participatory Budgeting?

Participatory budgeting is a democratic process that enables ordinary community members to directly
decide how budget money is spent. It is most commonly used as a tool to help city governments
allocate part of their municipal budgets. Why budgeting? Budgets are the bottom-line of government
policy, the concrete tools that decide how policies are implemented. Participatory budgeting can thus
enable city residents to have a direct say in how public housing, transit, parks, and other government
services are implemented.

Since Porto Alegre initiated its participatory budgeting process in 1989, hundreds of other cities in
Latin America and elsewhere have initiated their own programs. In Brazil, the state government of Rio
Grande do Sul has attempted participatory budgeting, and the federal government is developing a
national process.33 Organizations and governments outside South America have also begun
experimenting with participatory budgeting, in cities such as Paris and Barcelona.34 Similar budget
processes have been used in India and Africa. In Canada, Toronto Community Housing and the City
of Guelph have already initiated participatory budgeting programs, as profiled in Part Five.

Despite its adoption by a wide variety of cities and institutions, participatory budgeting is usually
explained as a particular process that occurs in Porto Alegre. Different people have different
understandings of what exactly defines participatory budgeting as a distinct governance process.
Different interpretations of participatory budgeting are supported by Marxists and capitalists, popular
educators and World Bank economists, and city planners and community activists.35

As it attracts the interest of such diverse people, what exactly does “participatory budgeting” mean?
What do its different interpretations have in common? What are the distinct design features and
driving principles that make participatory budgeting work? This section will attempt to answer these
questions, after first describing how participatory budgeting works in Porto Alegre.

3.1 The Porto Alegre Experience

Porto Alegre is home to the first and best-known experience with participatory budgeting.36 After 15
years of revisions and improvements, the process has grown to involve over 50,000 city residents
annually and 20% of the City’s budget.

About Porto Alegre
Porto Alegre is a city of 1.3 million people in southern Brazil. It is the capital and economic center of
the relatively wealthy state of Rio Grande do Sul. Porto Alegre has a highly organized civil society
and strong traditions of democratic action. In 2001, the first World Social Forum was launched in
Porto Alegre. Like the rest of Brazil, however, the city is divided by deep social and economic
inequalities. Most residents work in the service and government sectors, although unemployment is
high. After several decades of rapid urbanization, Porto Alegre has also developed roughly 250
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favelas (shantytowns) around the downtown core. While a third of the city’s population lives in
favelas, a few wealthy families own most of the city’s open land.

Porto Alegre is governed by a Mayor and the Chamber of Deputies, a relatively weak legislative body.
Like other Brazilian cities, Porto Alegre has significant autonomy in determining tax and revenue
sources and public expenditures. The city’s operating budget (short-term costs for delivering
services) is also relatively flexible, since labour is not highly organized or regulated.37

How participatory budgeting started
Participatory budgeting is rooted in the history of Brazil and Porto Alegre. During the 20th century,
Brazilians lived through a succession of dictatorships, authoritarian governments, and populist
uprisings. In 1985, the most recent military dictatorship was overthrown and, after four transitional
years, replaced with a democratically elected government.

In the early 1980s, a broad coalition of urban and rural social movements, labour unions, faith-based
organizations, and former revolutionary groups throughout Brazil formed the Workers Party (Partido
dos Trabalhadores, or PT), based on the principles of social justice and popular participation. The
PT publicly challenged the established system of urban corruption and clientelism, through which
politicians often catered government decisions to their business partners and donors. In 1988 the PT
won Porto Alegre’s mayoral election.

Meanwhile, the powerful Union of Neighbourhood Associations of Porto Alegre began calling for
participatory budgeting as early as 1985. In 1989, soon after taking office, the PT responded to the
neighbourhood association demands and developed a participatory budgeting system. 

When the PT took power in Porto Alegre, it inherited a government near bankruptcy, with an
inflated bureaucracy, huge gaps in service provision, and acute budget pressures. Because of the
strong networks of clientelism, the city’s capital budget (physical infrastructure spending) was
dominated by big projects delivered as favours from politicians to their supporters.

Although participatory budgeting started slowly in its first year due to lack of funds, property tax
reforms soon generated more city revenues. By 1995, half of the US$65 million capital budget was
allocated by participatory budgeting.38

How does the budget process work?
Participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre is an ongoing, year-long process. The city is divided into 16
regions, in which participants deliberate local and regional capital projects. There are also five
thematic city-wide budget groups - transportation, education/leisure/culture, health and social
welfare, economic development and taxation, and city organization and urban development. These
regional and thematic budget groups decide on priorities for the City’s discretionary funds – those
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funds that are allocated according to City
discretion rather than predetermined
requirements. The process includes six phases:

  In March or April, residents gather at the
first plenary assembly in each region and theme
area. These open meetings are publicized
throughout the community, and they often draw
over 1,000 community residents. Participants
review the previous year’s budget and projects,
and elect delegates to represent neighbourhoods
in later budget deliberations. These initial
assemblies serve mainly to mobilize community
interest and attract new participants, rather than
to make budget decisions.

  In April and May, the delegates meet regularly with residents in their communities to learn
about and discuss community needs and technical project issues. At these local meetings, community
members deliberate and decide on their neighbourhood spending priorities, which are then compiled
by the delegates. 

  In May or June, each region’s delegates convene a second open assembly meeting, where they
present their neighbourhood priorities and vote on the priorities for the entire region. The delegates
also elect councillors to the city-wide Municipal Budget Council. 

  Between July and September, the Municipal Budget Council develops the participatory budget.
Councillors analyze budget demands according to an agreed-upon evaluation matrix with weighted
criteria. The criteria have included: 1) priority that the district assigned to the project, 2) percentage
of the total city population living in the district, 3) number of participants at district budget meetings,
and 4) a measure of the district’s poverty or low-income level. Using weighting multipliers, the
criteria are translated into point scores. The higher a budget project’s point score, the more likely it is
to receive funding.

  In September, the Budget Council proposes the participatory budget to the Mayor. The Mayor
has veto power but has never used it. After endorsing the budget, the Mayor submits it to the
Chamber of Delegates. Although the Chamber can choose to reject the budget, community pressure
has always ensured approval. 

  During the following year, budget delegates monitor the implementation of the funded projects.
When necessary, they make project revisions and settle arising disputes.

funds allocated
$40+ million US annually, 20% of total budget

projects funded
local and regional capital projects, some city-
wide programs

who participates
over 50,000 city residents annually

local budgeting unit
neighbourhoods

regional budgeting unit
regions (16 geographic units) and thematic
assemblies (5 city-wide themes)

city-wide budget council
44 people, representing each city region and
theme area

Porto Alegre’s Participatory Budget
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Who does what?
City residents deliberate and decide on capital expenditures in their own neighbourhoods, and for
some city-wide capital and operating projects. Low-income and less educated residents, minorities,
and women participate proportionally to their representation in the city’s total population.39 They
appear to be somewhat less likely to be elected as budget delegates or councillors, however, perhaps
because of their relative lack of time, connections, and political experience.

City staff facilitate budget deliberations and provide technical assistance. Within the Mayor’s office,
regional coordinators at the Coordination of Relations with Communities (CRC) work with community
leaders to organize budget assemblies and process community requests. The planning office
(GAPLAN) works with participants to ensure the technical and economic viability of budget projects. 

The Mayor proposes the participatory budget to City Council. City Council (The Chamber of
Deputies) approves the final budget.

What are the results?
Since participatory budgeting began, the quality of life and provision of public services has improved
throughout the city, especially in poor neighbourhoods.40 In 1989, only 49% of the population had
basic sanitation service. After eight years of participatory budgeting, 98% of households had water
and 85% were served by the sewage system. In the same time span, half of the city’s unpaved streets
were paved and the number of students in elementary and secondary schools doubled. New public
housing units have been built at increasing rates and bus companies have expanded service to
previously neglected neighbourhoods. These changes have especially benefited communities with the
greatest needs and helped make service provision more equitable. 

Researchers and analysts have also observed important qualitative benefits of Porto Alegre’s program
– more educated residents, more active community life, and greater social understanding. The
experience of one upper middle class Porto Alegre woman helps illustrate some of these changes.41

The woman decided to attend a budget session to get more lights in her local park. After listening to
people from a nearby favela complain about open sewage and their school’s mouse infestation, she
realized that perhaps her own demands were not so urgent. She had never met with the favela
residents as fellow citizens before, but the budget meeting created an opportunity for dialogue and
learning that transformed how she thought about her own demands. The woman ultimately voted to
allocate the budget money to the favela rather than her own neighbourhood. 

To be fair, the changes in city life cannot be entirely attributed to participatory budgeting. Other new
PT programs and policies have also significantly affected city residents. Although the specific effects
of participatory budgeting cannot be easily isolated, it has been the cornerstone PT program in Porte
Alegre and has had the most direct impact on how public service and program decisions are made.
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3.2 Main Desig n Features

Based on Porto Alegre’s success, other cities have developed their own versions of participatory
budgeting. Although these processes differ significantly, they have several common design features.
This section explains the democratic structures, shared responsibilities, and empowering activities that
define participatory budgeting.

DEMOCRATIC STRUCTURES

1) Local budgeting units
City residents begin the budget process by discussing project priorities at the neighbourhood level.
Local budgeting units are small geographic areas, such as neighbourhoods or individual apartment
buildings. Residents within each local budgeting unit meet to learn about and discuss community
needs and wants. Over several meetings, they decide on their local budget priorities. They then elect
local delegates to represent these priorities at the next level of deliberations.

2) Regional budgeting units
After deciding on local spending priorities, local delegates come together to negotiate regional
priorities. Regional budgeting units are medium-sized city areas, such as wards, that encompass
several local budgeting units. Local delegates meet several times in regional forums to present and
discuss their local priorities, and evaluate broader regional spending needs. They often lead local
residents on tours and site visits in other neighbourhoods, to collectively learn more about other
spending priorities in the region. Finally, local delegates decide on their region’s budget priorities and
elect regional delegates to represent them at the final level of deliberations. Regional budgeting units
bridge the gap between local neighbourhoods and city-wide decision-making, meaning that they may
be unnecessary in small cities.

3) City-wide budget council
The final level of resident deliberation takes place at the city-wide level, between regional delegates.
The city-wide budget council is an assembly of elected budget delegates representing all regions of the
city. The budget council meets several times, allowing delegates to learn about and negotiate regional
priorities. Delegates eventually decide on a city-wide participatory budget and submit it to the elected
City Council or executive body for approval.

SHARED RESPONSIBILITIES

4) Residents democratically decide budget priorities
At each level of discussions, residents democratically decide on budget priorities through informed
deliberation. During budget meetings, participants first share and debate their ideas in structured
discussions. They compile lists of possible spending projects, and then vote on these projects to
determine their budget priorities. 
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5) Budget delegates represent participants
Residents elect budget delegates to represent locally decided priorities at regional and city-wide
deliberations. Although all participants decide on local budget priorities at neighbourhood meetings,
higher-level deliberations would be overwhelmed if open to all city residents. By electing budget
delegates, residents enable regional and city-wide deliberations to be more effective. Delegates are
generally elected for only one or two budget cycles. They are not paid for their work, although they
may be reimbursed for travel and child-care costs. Throughout the budget process, they are expected
to regularly dialogue with their constituents.

6) City staff facilitate and provide technical support
Professional staff and trained facil itators help participants understand technical budget issues and
actively participate in deliberations . Throughout the budget process, city staff provide participants
with detailed information about the previous year’s budget and the current year’s constraints and
opportunities. At budget meetings, experienced facilitators help residents engage in balanced
discussion that incorporates the views of all participants. 

7) Participants oversee the budget process
City residents oversee the entire participatory budgeting process and have the authority to change it
each year. After each year’s budget has been decided, budget delegates review the year’s budget
process. In consultation with people in their regions, the delegates can propose and decide on
procedural changes to the process itself.

EMPOWERING ACTIVITIES

8) Popular education
Facilitators use popular education to empower and organize city residents. The budget process is
promoted and explained using accessible and entertaining community education. Budget meetings may
include participatory theatre, musical performances, and videos, to attract and engage people who are
not used to thinking about technical budget issues. Information is presented and shared using colours,
pictures, and symbols, to increase accessibility across languages and educational levels.

9) Transparent budget spending criteria
Delegates base their budget decisions on predetermined and publicly disclosed evaluation criteria .
Many cities use an evaluation matrix to calculate weighted scores for different budget projects. Each
project from each region is evaluated according to criteria such as the population of the region, the
number of residents participating in regional budget meetings, the degree to which the project is a
regional priority, and the region’s poverty level.

10) Local direct-impact budget projects
Participatory budgeting offers residents strong incentives and rewards for participating by tying
budget deliberations to direct neighbourhood improvements. Participants decide on budget allocations
for local issues and programs with the most visible and immediate impacts on their lives. Participatory
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budgeting usually focuses on relatively small capital budget expenditures, such as playgrounds, building
renovations, and park improvements. Some programs cover community and social services, especially
where infrastructure is relatively developed and the need for public services more acute.

3.3 Core Princ iples

Based on existing experiences and research, participatory budgeting appears to be driven by six core
principles: democracy, equity, community, education, transparency, and efficiency. These values have
motivated and inspired the design features described above. In turn, the design features ensure that
the process promotes all six principles. These principles are the reasons for participatory budgeting’s
development, the motivation for people’s participation, and the rationale behind the wide support
from a variety of organizations. Different participatory budgeting analysts have generally focused
their attention on different principles. This section synthesizes their research into a comprehensive
set of principles. 

1) Democracy
Participatory budgeting is based on strong systems of representative, participatory, and local
democracy. It combines participatory democracy (an inclusive process that enables community
members to have a say in government decision-making) with representative democracy (a political
system in which voters choose representatives to act in their interests). City residents engage in
participatory democracy by deciding budget priorities and allocations. They engage in representative
democracy by electing budget delegates to represent community views. Budget delegates negotiate
decisions with additional representatives – the elected Mayor and City Council.

By bringing decision-making power to neighbourhoods, participatory budgeting functions as a school
of local democracy. Because people are more invested in local issues, they are more likely to
participate in local democratic decision-making and to learn from these experiences. As J.S. Mills
explains, “We do not learn to read or write, to ride or swim, by being merely told how to do it, but
by doing it, so it is only by practicing popular government on a limited scale, that the people will ever
learn how to exercise it on a larger.”42

2) Equity
Participatory budgeting seeks to create more equitable distribution of resources and political power.
It is explicitly designed to help disadvantaged communities receive the public services and resources
they need. Because poverty is established as one of the main decision-making criteria, city services
and spending are automatically focused on communities with the greatest needs. Participatory
budgeting aims to empower marginalized people by reducing their obstacles to participation and
providing new incentives to get involved. It creates new decision-making processes in which
participants have more equal power, in order to prevent dominant groups from appropriating public
resources for private benefit.43
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3) Community
Participatory budgeting helps people come together in active and supportive communities. In this
context, a community can be understood as a group of people who interact in a certain space based
on common interests.44 Participatory budgeting aims to educate and empower residents to engage in
collective community action. It is based on the recognition and support of shared interests at the
neighbourhood, regional, and city-wide level. The regular budget meetings are designed to facilitate
social interaction and build community solidarity, encouraging people to engage in further
community development.

4) Education
Participatory budgeting is designed to educate city residents. It aims to help people understand how
to be better citizens and how to actively participate in governance. The process is rooted in the
philosophies of Brazilian educators Paulo Freire and Augusto Boal, who defined popular education
as a tool for developing critical thinking and challenging oppression.45 By bringing different people
together in extensive deliberations that link personal well-being with broader societal issues,
participatory budgeting aims to transform the way participants think about their world. This
transformative learning helps residents understand key principles such as equity and democracy. It
helps create the public good will and empathy that allow participants to sacrifice or redistribute
valuable budget funds. It is also essential for organizing and empowering people to take action to
address their needs.

5) Transparency
Participatory budgeting aims to make government spending decisions more transparent and
accountable. Accessible sharing of information in a variety of formats helps open the budget to
greater public scrutiny and reduce opportunities for corruption. By establishing open and
accountable decision-making processes, participatory budgeting attempts to strengthen the link
between city government and residents. The system of representation, through budget delegates and
councillors, creates lines of accountability reaching from local neighbourhoods to the city-wide
budget council. Because budget expenditures are tied to agreed-upon evaluation criteria, participants
can ensure that budget decisions are consistent with their interests and values.

6) Efficiency
Participatory budgeting attempts to make the budget process more efficient. In this context,
efficiency can be understood as minimum expenditure of time, money, and effort to achieve
maximum outputs. First, participatory budgeting works to increase the outputs of the budget
process, so that they include not only budget funds allocated, but also more resident education and
empowerment, City staff and councillor learning, community organizations and events, social
inclusion of marginalized people, and new revenue sources. Second, participatory budgeting strives
to produce these outputs with minimum resources, by utilizing volunteer labour, collaborating with
community groups, and reducing costs generated by budget conflicts and corruption. 
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Conclusions
Participatory budgeting appears to be an existing model of participatory democratic governance.
How does this process reconfigure the roles of people and governments? City residents are more
deeply involved in government decision-making, in order to collectively address their needs.
Marginalized people are more actively invited and empowered to take action. City staff assume
greater importance as facilitators and technical assistants that collaborate with residents. Elected
councillors find new opportunities to make decisions with communities rather than for them.

Two final qualifiers are necessary, related to scale and totality . First, participatory budgeting applies
to neither the entire budget nor an insignificant budget sliver. Although participants generally
deliberate on less than 15% of the total budget, this often represents the majority of the budget’s
discretionary funds (funds decided on an annual basis at the discretion of budget planners). Most of
the budget is anchored in relatively fixed expenses, such as salaries of permanent City staff and
routine maintenance of services, land, and equipment. These fixed budget expenses are not decided
by participatory budgeting, but the majority of budget decisions that are not fixed become subject to
democratic resident deliberation. Participatory budgeting thus affects a small but very important
part of the total budget – the discretionary funds that largely determine how public service levels
vary between communities.

Second, participatory budgeting must be understood as more than an abstract approach or a few
patchwork techniques. It is a distinct participatory democratic governance process built around
specific design features and principles. These are not necessarily unique to participatory budgeting, as
many are also part of other participatory processes. What distinguishes participatory budgeting is its
totality – it combines all of these features and principles in one process. Although the design features
may change over time or take on different forms, together they form the foundation for a truly
participatory budget process, one that promotes democracy, equity, community, education,
transparency, and efficiency.
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 4. How Can Participatory Budgeting Contribute to the
Public Good?

As a distinct alternative approach to governance, participatory budgeting requires significant changes
for governments and residents. Why are these changes worthwhile? What are the specific benefits for
city residents and government? What problems could diminish the benefits, and how could these
problems be overcome? Why should cities use participatory budgeting? 

4.1 Benefits to  City Residents and Government

As explained earlier, participatory budgeting is structured to promote democracy, equity, community,
education, transparency, and efficiency. This section describes what effects participatory budgeting
programs can actually have in these six areas. These benefits relate primarily to social and cultural
issues. Several mechanisms may also result in economic benefits, but as with other public
participation processes, these effects are difficult to fully establish. Although the benefits below have
been recognized as common effects of participatory budgeting, their presence and relative impact
depends on the local context and design of specific programs. 

DEMOCRACY

1) Expands democracy beyond periodic elections
Government institutions, programs, and decision-making become more democratic. Government
policies that were previously decided by political and bureaucratic interests become subject to
democratic deliberation by city residents. Participatory budgeting extends representative democracy
to the neighbourhood level, where people have a greater chance of being elected and greater access
to elected representatives. The new institutions of participatory budgeting establish democratic
decision-making processes that help government to better reflect the interests and needs of residents.

2) Offers strong incentives to participate in democracy
Participatory budgeting offers people meaningful incentives and rewards for engaging in democratic
government. By funding concrete spending projects in people’s neighbourhoods, participatory
budgeting provides people with direct rewards for participation. Participants democratically manage
and design the budget participation process itself, which can increase their sense of political
importance and efficacy.46 As people practice democracy in community decision-making, they tend to
become more interested in participating in city, provincial, and national democratic institutions.47

3) Builds public support for democratic government
Participatory budgeting helps people democratically work with government, rather than against it.
As people become more involved in budget decision-making, they increasingly see city government
as a democratic institution that needs their support and contributions. Mayors and City councillors
who have supported successful participatory budgeting programs have often been rewarded with
increased popularity ratings and popular support.48
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EQUITY

4) Creates more equitable public services
Participatory budgeting helps disadvantaged communities receive the resources they need. Budget
decisions are weighted so that city services and spending are focused on communities with the
greatest needs. Although redistributing resources can be politically dangerous, the participant-
determined budget criteria enable communities to make difficult redistribution decisions
themselves.49 Fairer budget decisions help reduce the gap between rich and poor neighbourhoods.

5) Engages people who are traditionally excluded
Participatory budgeting appears to meaningfully involve many people who are traditionally excluded
from public consultations. Public consultations have traditionally tended to disproportionately attract
more educated and higher income participants.50 Initial research has suggested, however, that lower
income, less educated, minority, and women residents participate proportionally in participatory
budgeting.51 Participatory budgeting engages traditionally hard-to-reach communities through
accessible meetings focused on people’s basic needs and experiences.52 

6) Helps empower poor and marginalized people
Participatory budgeting helps marginalized people gain skills and resources to improve their lives.
They are provided with accessible new opportunities to participate in community life, and receive
assistance necessary to overcome obstacles to participation. By facilitating and institutionalizing
empowerment of marginalized people, participatory budgeting can help level imbalances of political
and economic power.

COMMUNITY

7) Creates new opportunities for community interaction
Local and regional budget meetings create new spaces for social interaction and expand the means of
communication between community members. These meetings provide a new forum for people to
learn about, discuss, articulate, and act on their shared interests. In the process, people can develop
new personal ties and connect different social networks, building “two-way bridges” between
different people in different places.53 The frequent neighbourhood meetings can encourage people to
create new community organizations and contribute more to existing organizations.54

8) Strengthens solidarity within and across communities
Residents develop closer ties of solidarity and stronger community identities, at the neighbourhood,
regional, and city-wide level . As participants collectively address their interests through budget
decisions, they identify more closely with the surrounding community. Deliberations and site visits
between neighbourhoods can help residents learn about shared interests with broader geographic
communities and encourage them to advocate for the interests of the city as a whole.
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EDUCATION

9) Teaches citizenship skills
Participants learn knowledge, skills, and values associated with citizenship. They learn political
skills by participating in government decision-making; communication and conflict resolution skills by
regularly deliberating with other city residents; and leadership and organizing skills by planning and
carrying out budget meetings.55 By collectively deciding on budget priorities, participants are
encouraged to think more about the common good, rather than just their own personal interests.56

10) Expands learning beyond the classroom
Participatory budgeting transforms the budget process into a living classroom, creating more
educated and educative cities. It encourages people to educate themselves in informal settings,
outside of schools and educational institutions. Most of its citizenship learning is informal and
unintentional, often a product of socialization. This everyday learning helps participants develop tacit
knowledge – “that which we know but cannot tell.”57

11) Helps people understand complex government decisions
By participating in the budget process, residents can better understand complex government decision-
making and budget issues. When isolated from decision-making, it can be more difficult to grasp the
big picture or appreciate the constraints and trade-offs of policy decisions. When asked to help
decide budget priorities, however, people can learn by doing – by directly debating and analyzing the
complexities of budget decisions. In the process, they can learn to empathize more with government
problems and more constructively contribute to their solutions.

TRANSPARENCY

12) Reduces opportunities for government corruption
Since residents debate and decide budget priorities in public meetings, participatory budgeting can
reduce government corruption and clientelism. More transparent budget decisions help deter
politicians and bureaucrats from overpricing contracts, handing out political favours, and misusing
public funds.58

13) Increases government accountability
Public oversight of discretionary budget spending holds government more accountable to residents.
Residents monitor the implementation of projects funded by participatory budgeting, so that these
projects are implemented according to resident preferences.59 Public meetings and information
sharing require government and community decision-makers to regularly account for their actions. 

EFFICIENCY

14) Reduces conflict between government and community groups
Because city r esidents and government work together to develop the budget, they are less likely to
engage in costly conflict. Deliberative meetings facilitate constructive dialogue between government
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and citizens, and community groups are less likely to protest budget decisions that they have helped
make.60 Participatory budgeting helps resolve conflicts before they divert funds from the city budget.61

15) Utilizes resident knowledge to inform budget decisions
Participatory budgeting results in more informed decisions that better reflect actual service and
infrastructure needs. Decisions based on people's on-the-ground knowledge better utilize local
expertise. They enable people to directly reveal their preferences for shared public goods, such as
parks and streetlights. With participants focused on securing needed investment in their
neighbourhoods, they help ensure that limited public resources are used as efficiently as possible.62 

16) Attracts and supports local businesses 
Participatory budgeting can decrease costs and risks for local businesses. Increased budget
accountability and transparency reduces the need for businesses to allocate resources to lobbying.
Early resident participation lessens the risk that government projects will change due to public
pressure or protest. This can give government contractors and other businesses greater economic
security. Improved quality of life can also attract new businesses and support existing ones.63

17) Raises new government revenue
Participatory budgeting can increase tax payments, attract new sources of funding, and strengthen
city bond ratings. When citizens see their tax dollars spent on projects they choose, they are less likely
to evade taxes and user fees.64 This benefit is likely minimal, however, in developed countries with low
tax evasion rates. Participatory budgeting’s high visibility and direct impacts have encouraged
contributions from foundations and charitable donors.65 As the World Bank has observed, participatory
budgeting programs have tended to make city governments more financially sound.66
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4.2 Potential P roblems and Concerns

Despite their benefits, participatory budgeting programs are not universally successful or supported.
Critics have expressed important concerns and identified several problems that can reduce the
effectiveness and sustainability of participatory budgeting. These problems can be grouped into four
categories: participation, politics, administration, and co-optation. This section will discuss these
concerns and problems, and suggest ways in which each might be addressed or refuted.

Problem Response
PARTICIPATION

1)  Budget decisions are too complicated for most people

Since municipal budgets are highly
complex and most citizens do not
understand how the budget process
works, large-scale public participation
is unrealistic.67 

Participatory budgeting helps people better understand
complex budget issues by breaking the city budget down
into regional and local budgets. The more manageable
numbers at these levels are directly connected to city
services and investments that participants can see.
Technical experts, such as urban planners, engineers,
lawyers, and accountants, also assist by helping
participants understand complex budget issues.68

2)  Most people are not interested in budget decision-making

Since voter turnout is declining, it
seems that people do not want to be
more engaged in political decisions.
Brazilians may be accustomed to non-
stop meetings,69 but elsewhere most
people do not appear very interested
in municipal budgets.70

Low voter turnout levels may reflect people’s cynicism
about the electoral choices offered or the effects of their
vote, more than their interest in political participation.
People may be more interested in budget decisions that
are communicated at their level of understanding and in
relation to personal and neighbourhood issues. Huge city-
wide budgets can be overwhelming for many people, but
budget expenditures translated into local services, projects,
and needs can encourage public participation.71

3)  Most people will not participate

Even the most successful participatory
budgeting programs only involve a
small percentage of the city
population, and most people do not
participate.

Participatory budgeting does not intend or need to involve
all city residents. Involving everyone in all public decisions
is impractical. Participatory budgeting instead seeks to
deepen representative democracy while improving
opportunities for direct democratic participation. It tends
to involve more people than public consultations or
deputations, through more direct engagement with
decision-making.72
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4)  Not all people will participate equally

Most public consultations
disproportionately attract higher
income, well educated, white, male
“professional citizens”.73 Deliberative
democracy can reproduce class and
knowledge hierarchies, by enabling
those with more power and greater
linguistic or technical skills to control
discussions.74 When all else is equal,
the voices of the most powerful will
dominate.

Participatory budgeting does not necessarily engage all
people equally, but it facilitates more representative and
diverse participation than other public engagement
processes. Participation sometimes becomes less diverse at
higher levels on the decision-making ladder, such as city-
wide budget councils. Under-representation can be partly
addressed by providing child care, reimbursing
transportation costs, scheduling meetings at different
times, and developing more culturally sensitive meeting
dynamics and facilitation.75

5)  Commuters and business owners that live outside the city are excluded

Participatory budgeting involves only
city residents. Business owners and
commuters that live outside the city
are not invited to participate, even
though they regularly pay some city
taxes and fees.76

Participatory budgeting is mainly a way for city residents
to decide how their tax dollars are spent in their home
communities. Most funded projects are local projects that
primarily benefit local residents. Although business
owners and commuters are not generally invited to
participate, they could be included in the process if they
are interested and city residents are receptive.

POLITICS

6)  Political leaders will not support or commit to participatory budgeting

Without supportive political leadership
from City councillors and the Mayor,
participatory budgeting is not feasible
or sustainable.77

This problem is critical – participatory budgeting
programs should not be implemented without support
and commitment from political leaders. This does not
mean, however, that all political leaders must support
participatory budgeting. Pilot programs can be tested
initially in areas where there are supportive councillors,
before being proposed at the city-wide level.

7)  Many budget decisions are too sensitive for public involvement

Budget decisions often require secrecy
because they involve delicate
negotiations and compromises.
Operating expenditures are usually
constrained by labour regulations and
confidentiality requirements that limit
public discussion.

Secret negotiations are not necessarily in the public
interest, as they can lead to corruption and political
favouritism. While some budget issues are highly sensitive,
most are subject to public debate and disclosure.
Discretionary capital budget allocations, where
participatory budgeting is usually focused, are generally
limited by fewer restrictions than operating expenditures. 
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8)  Public participation will reduce the power of City councillors

Participatory budgeting threatens
councillors’ mandate as the voice of
their constituents – the representatives
and interpreters of public opinion.
Councillors have lost political power
in some participatory budgeting cities,
usually to budget delegates who were
elected by fewer people.78 

During participatory budgeting, city councils are still
responsible for approving or rejecting the final budget. If
councillors believe that a proposed budget does not serve
the needs of their constituents, they can veto against it.
Although participatory budgeting can threaten councillors’
power, it can also help them with their work and offer
political benefits. Participatory budgeting can absorb some
of councillors’ pressures and workload.79 By strengthening
lines of communication, it can help councillors better
understand their constituents’ needs and desires.80

9)  Competition among neighbourhoods will increase community conflict

With different city districts competing
for limited funds, participatory
budgeting may weaken city-wide
solidarity.81

Deliberation at regional and city-wide budget assemblies
can facilitate cross-community understanding. Interactive
tours of other neighbourhoods during the initial stages of
participatory budgeting can help widen the perspective of
participants and develop a sense of solidarity.82

ADMINISTRATION

10)  There are not enough discretionary budget funds to allocate

With increasing budget pressures and
revenue-raising constraints, many
cities have little discretionary funding
available. With insufficient funding,
will participatory budgeting be an
exercise in allocating scarcity? 

Even when faced with budget pressures, cities still have
budget decisions to make – the issue is who makes these
decisions. Participatory budgeting programs generally
allocate only 12-15% of the capital budget, less than the
amount of discretionary spending in most cities.83

Participatory budgeting works with the existing
discretionary funds and generally starts small – there is no
minimum funding level required.

11)  There are not enough administrative funds to run participatory budgeting

Participatory budgeting requires cities
to hire new staff, which increases the
administrative costs of budgeting.
Staff need to promote the budget
process, facilitate community
meetings, provide technical assistance
and information to participants, and
process budget requests. 

Like any government program, participatory budgeting
requires administrative funding if it is to generate the
desired benefits. Some of the costs, however, may be
reimbursed by resulting increases in revenue from taxes,
user fees, and external funding. Participatory budgeting
can also increase the efficiency of budget decisions and
reduce the costs of lobbying and community opposition.
Participatory budgeting is initially implemented as a
relatively inexpensive pilot program, which can be
expanded as additional funding became available.
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12)  Participatory budgeting will require complex legislative changes

Because it changes the decision-
making responsibilities of the budget
process, participatory budgeting will
require substantial changes to existing
legislation.84

Participatory budgeting does not require a change in the
legal process of budget approval, but rather an extra step
for advising the approval process. Official decision-
making power remains in the hands of City councillors –
the participatory budgeting process only provides them
with additional recommendations for part of the budget.

13)  Staff will resist new participatory processes

City staff will resist participatory
processes that increase their workload,
require new skills, or shift decision-
making power to residents. Staff may
not have the time, resources, interest,
or skills to take on new responsibilities
required by participatory budgeting.85

Staff limitations can be addressed through training,
partnering with community groups, and utilizing
community and student volunteers. If necessary, new staff
should be hired to assist with the workload of
participatory budgeting. Although participatory budgeting
shifts power to residents, it also gives staff new
importance as facilitators, organizers, and educators.

14)  Participatory budgeting will add an extra layer of bureaucracy

The large and complex institutions of
participatory budgeting create an
additional level of government,
unnecessarily expanding the
bureaucracy. Existing municipal
departments and elected bodies are
capable of managing the budget, and
new participatory budgeting
institutions may create too much
government.

Although participatory budgeting assemblies may
resemble government bodies, there are important
differences. Budget delegates are usually limited to one or
two terms, preventing them from accumulating power and
allowing new leaders to emerge. Delegates are not paid
and do not run expensive campaigns. Most are elected to
represent individual neighbourhoods, extending
democracy beyond the reach of the existing government.
While government is run by professional politicians and
bureaucrats, participatory budgeting programs are usually
led by new community members each year.86

15)  Participants will have unrealistic and narrow budget demands

Allowing people to decide their own
service and infrastructure requests can
inflate community demands and
expectations.87 Given the choice, every
community will want their own
subway stop and recreation centre.
Short-term local preferences may not
be in the long-term best interests of
city-wide planning.

Participatory budgeting processes begin with a clear
explanation of the available revenues, and communities
are required to stay within these limits. Increased
community awareness of budget limits may actually
encourage people to make more realistic requests.88 City-
wide thematic budget groups can be established to oversee
“big picture” city planning and ensure that different local
priorities do not conflict with each other.
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CO-OPTATION

16)  Popular participation could be co-opted by political parties

Participatory budgeting might be co-
opted by politicians, as a way to
download public services and shift the
blame for spending cuts from elected
officials to citizens.89 Since participants
become embedded in government
decisions, they may become less
critical of the political system.90 

Participatory budgeting can avoid co-optation by
establishing equity and democracy as core principles. This
can be accomplished through the budget spending criteria,
democratic structures, and participant oversight –
especially by enabling participants to design and manage
the participatory budgeting process, widely publicizing
budget decisions, and limiting the terms of office for
budget delegates to one or two years.

17)  Ordinary participants will eventually be replaced by professional citizens

As participatory budgeting becomes
more popular, it may become
dominated by more educated, higher
income, more professional
participants. Budget delegates and
councillors may be subsumed by the
bureaucracy and lose their connection
to communities.91

City staff and residents need to regulate delegate selection
to ensure that participatory budgeting does not become a
professional bureaucracy. This regulation can include
imposing term limits, delegate quotas and requirements,
expanding outreach, and reducing barriers to participation
and delegate election.
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 5. How Has Participatory Budgeting Worked in Canada?

Two existing Canadian programs have been successful and continue to grow. In Guelph,
neighbourhood groups decide how part of the city’s community services budget is spent using
participatory budgeting. In Toronto, tenants of Toronto Community Housing decide how $18
million of capital funds are spent on their buildings.

5.1 City of Gue lph - Neighbourhood Support Coalition92

Since 1997, Guelph residents have used participatory budgeting to allocate a small portion of the
City’s budget. Neighbourhood groups share and redistribute resources for local community projects,
through the Guelph Neighbourhood Support Coalition.

About the City of Guelph
Guelph is a city of over 100,000 people in southern Ontario, 100 km west of Toronto. The City
government administers services such as police, fire, recreation, and housing. The City also manages
several public hospitals and libraries, but Wellington County administers social services.

On average, Guelph residents are relatively affluent, educated, and ethnically homogenous. The city’s
median household income ($56,000) is slightly higher than the provincial average. Sixty percent of
residents aged 25-64 have pursued post-secondary education, compared with 55% in Ontario and
less than 54% in Canada. Over 85% of residents report that English is their main language spoken at
home.

Guelph is governed by a Mayor and 12 City councillors, who are elected for three-year terms. The
Mayor is the only full-time elected official. The City Administrator is responsible for carrying out
Council policy and City operations, together with six commissioners and directors. These
administrators oversee 20 City departments and 800 employees.

How the Coalition started
The Guelph Neighbourhood Support Coalition and its participatory budgeting process developed
through a combination of grassroots neighbourhood activism, funding from external donors, and
municipal facilitation. In the early 1990s several neighbourhood groups (NGs) started forming in
lower income Guelph communities to organize for social change. In 1990, a group in the Onward
Willow neighbourhood successfully applied for funding from the provincial Better Beginnings Better
Futures program. The group used the funding to organize recreation programs, family support, and
other community-building activities.

Based on the success of the Onward Willow activities, residents in other NGs, along with
community service organizations such as Family and Children’s Services of Guelph and Wellington
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County Social Services, decided to collectively
pool their resources through a coalition. The City
was on the fringe of this process at this time. 
After a few years of building and organic growth,
more new NGs wanted to get involved and
established groups wanted to work more closely
with the City. In 1996, one of the funded groups
invited City staff at the Community Services
Department to observe their work. After
observing, the department decided it would be
more effective to work with the NGs through a
larger umbrella group and more equitable to
distribute funding through a participatory
budgeting process. 

The City and NGs officially founded the Guelph
Neighbourhood Support Coalition in 1997, to
enable NGs, City staff, and other supportive
organizations to collectively allocate community funding and improve community life. The Coalition
initially depended on around $50,000 awarded via the City’s community grants program. Its budget
has since grown to $600,000.

How does the budget process work?
The Coalition takes approximately three months to collectively decide how its budget funds are
allocated, and another year to implement project funding. The process starts in January and budget
allocations are decided by April. The budgeting process consists of three main phases:

  Residents meet in their local NGs to deliberate about their neighbourhood spending priorities.
Based on these discussions, each group prepares a “needs” budget and a “wants” budget for its
activities. The residents also elect two delegates to represent their NG at the Coalition.

  NG delegates come together in the city-wide Coalition to deliberate with each other and decide
how to divide the Coalition budget. Together with the other Coalition members, the delegates
negotiate and trade off budget priorities, until they agree by consensus on a budget.

  NGs implement and monitor their projects through a year-long funding cycle. Groups are
expected to use decreasing amounts of Coalition money for the first three fiscal quarters of their
projects, and then raise other funding to finance the fourth quarter. The NGs proposed this
approach to encourage established groups to find external funding sources, which would free up
funding for less established groups.

funds allocated
$600,000 annually, from the City budget and
sponsoring organizations

projects funded
425 community activities annually, mainly
operating expenses (e.g. peer support groups,
community carnivals, summer camps, language
training)

who participates
5,000 city residents annually

local budgeting unit
neighbourhood groups – geographically-based
groups, most in low-income areas

city-wide budget council
Neighbourhood Support Coalition – 35 people,
representing neighbourhood groups and other
organizations (See Appendix 1 for member list)

The Guelph Coalition
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Who does what?
City residents decide on local community service spending priorities. Although no statistical data are
available, most participating residents appear to be from lower-income or ethnic minority
neighbourhoods. According to City staff, participants have a wide range of skills and backgrounds,
and many had little previous experience with community or political organizing. The Coalition
attempts to reduce the obstacles to participation for low-income and marginalized people. It provides
translation services for nine different languages at meetings, and sets aside $5,000 annually to pay day
care and transportation costs for participants in need.

Neighbourhood groups represent local community interests in the Coalition budgeting process. They
also design and oversee the Coalition decision-making process itself. NGs are managed by a
combination of volunteers and paid staff. Most hire a part-time Community Development
Coordinator to facilitate group projects. City staff administer the payroll for these workers, but their
salaries come out of the Coalition budget. Although not all groups are legally incorporated, the
Coalition has agreed on organizational rules for participating NGs. For example, each group must
elect a Board of Directors and make decisions by a collectively designed consensus process. 

Partner organizations provide technical support and funding, and participate in the Coalition
decision-making process. Several community organizations and local government offices belong to
the Coalition, and their representatives help inform budget decisions.

City staff are responsible for Coalition administration. Five staff members at the Community
Services Department organize and support the Coalition, as part of their general work
responsibilities. They prepare minutes of Coalition meetings and often attend individual NG
meetings to offer support. The annual administrative costs for the City are approximately $60,000,
which includes staff time, food and other consumables, publicity, meeting space, and financial
support through the Finance Department.

How has the Coalition grown?
One of the Coalition’s first goals was to secure more sustainable and manageable funding. In 1999,
NGs persuaded City Council to transform the community grant funds into an official line in the
Community Services budget of the Recreation Department. By 2000, the Coalition had consolidated
all of its funds from the City and several new donors in the Community Services budget. 

Established NGs have also sacrificed their own funding to help new groups form. The Coalition has
created a “new group” fund of $25,000, to encourage expansion and growth of NGs. These funds are
earmarked for new groups joining the Coalition, providing them with accessible non-restricted funding.
Some established ratepayer groups have also begun to get involved in the Coalition, adding a social
focus to their activities in order to receive Coalition funding.
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What are the results?
In 2002, the Coalition funded over 425 community-building events and programs, with 6,200
participants. The volunteer hours put into the Coalition resulted in $85,000 in cost savings for the
City.93 The Coalition has helped develop several new NGs, and new partnerships between
community organizations and City agencies. Coalition members have made available free office space
for NGs in schools and other City buildings.

City staff and Coalition members have also learned new skills and ways of thinking. The budget
process has been a challenge, as illustrated by a representative from the Waverly NG: "This is the
hardest thing to do. There are a lot of emotions here at the table." Recognizing the need for more
teambuilding, mobilization, and NGO experience, the Coalition has organized staff and community
training sessions. As staff gain new understanding of the challenges faced by low-income residents,
NG members are learning how to better work with the City government and other community
groups. Reflecting on this learning experience, a representative from the Two Rivers NG explained:
"Each Group is individual but yet when we come to this table, we need to advocate and make
decisions based on the good of the whole. I now understand the statement, what is good for you is
also good for me."

5.2 Toronto Co mmunity Housing - Community Based Business Planning94

The Toronto Community Housing Corporation (TCHC) has looked to Porto Alegre in designing a
participatory budgeting process for $18 million of its capital budget. Through Community Based
Business Planning (CBBP), thousands of tenants have come together to decide on funding for local
building improvement projects.

About the Toronto Community Housing Corporation
The Toronto Community Housing Corporation is the largest social housing provider in Canada and
the second largest in North America. It provides housing to 57,500 Toronto households, composed
of 164,000 low and moderate-income tenants. The TCHC owns and manages more than 350 high-
rise and low-rise apartment buildings and about 800 houses and duplexes in Toronto. 

The TCHC houses a diversity of tenants. There are no maximum or minimum income limits, but
93% of tenants receive housing subsidies and the average income is $15,400. Tenants include seniors,
families, singles, refugees, recent immigrants, and people with special needs. They vary significantly in
terms of age, education, language, sexual orientation, mental and physical disability, religion,
ethnicity, race, lifestyles, and values. 

The TCHC is incorporated as a share-capital corporation. It operates at arm’s length from the City of
Toronto, which is the company’s sole shareholder. The 13-member Board of Directors, composed of
four City councillors and nine citizens, oversees the company’s management and is accountable to
the City. The TCHC employs 1,500 people.
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When Community Based Business Planning was
introduced, the TCHC consisted of two separate
companies – Metro Toronto Housing Company
(MTHC) and Toronto Housing Company (THC).
The assets and management of these companies
merged in January 2002. The new TCHC became
responsible for a $568 million operating budget
and $70 million capital budget. Half of the
revenues are from government subsidies and half
from RGI (rent geared to income) rent payments
and limited market-rate rent payments. Capital
expenditures are managed through a 5-year rolling
capital plan.

How Community Based Business
Planning began
In 2000, staff at the THC and MTHC developed
the initial budgeting approach in response to tenant demands and budget pressures. Tenants were
asking for greater participation in budget decisions and more control over how funds were spent. The
companies were also faced with new funding cuts and difficult budget decisions. The capital budgets
were shrinking quickly, and rather than impose spending cuts from above, the THC and MTHC
decided to involve tenants in budget decision-making. 

Based on the Porto Alegre model, a small team of staff developed a new decentralized budget
process. Although the THC and MTHC were separate entities, staff from the two companies
anticipated their merger and therefore collaborated. After developing the basic CBBP approach, staff
and tenants revised the model through experimentation in two pilot projects. Tenants at the THC
and MTHC decided on slightly different budgeting processes. After the two companies merged, the
monitoring of these processes was integrated and the collective learning informed the final CBBP
process. Tenants began the first participatory budgeting cycle in 2001 and finished in December
2003.

How does the budget process work?
The CBBP process is implemented in six main phases over a period of three years. Tenants, staff,
and management collaborate to develop and carry out a three-year capital budget cycle. The
following description will use the THC model to illustrate the basic process.

  Tenants and staff identify the main community issues and priorities. Tenants meet at the
building/community level to discuss local budget issues and identify their building’s top five
priorities. They decide on budget priorities through “dotmocracy”. First, they identify and discuss
necessary projects, compiling a project list on flipchart paper. Second, they rank the projects by

funds allocated
$18 million over two years, 13% of capital budget

projects funded
237 capital projects for buildings and grounds
(e.g. new stoves, playgrounds, roof renovations)

who participates
over 6,000 community housing tenants

local budgeting unit
individual apartment building, or group of
houses and duplexes

regional budgeting unit
Community Operating Unit (COU), a mixed
group of roughly seven nearby buildings or
local budgeting units

city-wide budget council
40-65 delegates representing regional COUs

Community Based Business Planning
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placing dots next to those they support. Finally, the projects with the most dots are chosen as
priorities. At these meetings, tenants also elect delegates to represent their buildings at the next level
– the Community Operating Unit (COU).

  The building delegates meet at COU Forums to deliberate spending priorities with other
buildings and communities in their region. At each Forum, building delegates a) review the list of
building priorities, b) identify the priority issues that could be addressed with existing COU
resources, and c) identify the issues that would require additional external funding. The delegates
then rank the issues that require additional funding in order of priority. Finally, the building delegates
elect 65 COU delegates for the corporation-wide Tenant Budget Council. 

  Staff develop a draft budget and tenants prepare for budget council meetings. Elected COU
delegates go through an orientation to the corporation’s budget, decide on guidelines for their budget
deliberations, and present their COU priorities.

  Staff present their draft budget to the Budget Council and the COU delegates deliberate how
funding is allocated amongst the COUs and projects. Based on the COU priorities and negotiated
trade-offs, the Budget Council recommends which capital projects should be funded.

  The Budget Council submits its final recommendations to the corporation’s CEO. The CEO
finalizes the list of specific projects to receive funding. This final budget goes to the TCHC Board of
Directors for approval.

  Staff and tenants implement and monitor the approved capital projects and budget. Tenant
delegates disseminate information about the approved projects and budget to their local buildings.
Tenants oversee the implementation and financial status of approved projects through a Monitoring
Committee, adjusting project funding when necessary.

Who does what?
Tenants decide on local (building), regional (COU), and city-wide spending priorities. Tenants
participate directly at the local level and through elected representative at the regional and city-wide
level. There is no data on the demographic composition of participants. The TCHC used translators
and offered child care at budget meetings to reduce the barriers to tenant participation.

TCHC staff facilitate budget deliberations and provide technical support and guidance. Staff
members at the community, COU, and corporation level serve as facilitators and technical advisors at
budget meetings. They work with tenants to identify budget issues, constraints, and priorities. 

The TCHC Board of Directors approves the final budget. 
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What are the results?
The first participatory budgeting cycle provided funding for 237 local capital projects. In addition to
the material benefits of these projects, the process served as a powerful learning experience for
tenants and staff. Participants admitted that the meetings and deliberations were difficult, but many
of them also developed a new sense of trust and reciprocity in management and other tenants.95

Tenants gained a greater understanding of what happens in other TCHC communities, and they
“learned what staff have to put up with.” Staff gained new respect for tenants and a better
understanding for tenant needs and capacities. As one tenant observed, staff members “were
shocked by how much we had to offer.” 

Although most tenants started with a “me me me” approach focused on their own needs, after only a
few meetings they often began to appreciate the interests of other participants. They realized that
other tenants often had graver needs, and many voluntarily gave up their funds to support more
needy communities. One participant explained this as a natural result of such an intense community
building process: “once everybody gave a little bit, we all came together as a community.”

How is CBBP changing?
After the initial CBBP budget cycle ended in 2003, the TCHC has begun to redesign its budget
process. The new system is more decentralized, part of a larger restructuring process within the
TCHC. Individual buildings and COUs have more decision-making autonomy and greater control
over their own operating and capital budgets. This new system focuses more on local engagement
than corporation-wide redistribution. The TCHC is also increasing its capacity building training for
staff and tenants.
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 6. How Can Participatory Budgeting Work in Toronto?

The previous sections have demonstrated what participatory budgeting is, how it can benefit the
public good, how its potential problems could be overcome, and how it has worked in Canada. This
section explores the possibilities for participatory budgeting in Toronto. How can participatory
budgeting work in Toronto? How does it differ from previous budget processes? What local
problems and obstacles might it face? What might it look like? How can it be started? The following
pages explore these questions in order, after some background on the City of Toronto.

6.1 About the City of Toronto

Toronto is arguably the most politically and economically important city in Canada. It is Canada’s
largest city and the 5th largest city in North America, with a population of nearly 2.5 million.96 Only
the governments of Canada, British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario, and Quebec govern more Canadians
than the City of Toronto. Toronto generates 10% of Canada’s GDP and 25% of Ontario’s GDP. It
is Canada’s largest employment centre, with one sixth of Canada’s jobs. 

Toronto is one of  the most diverse and multicultural cities in the world. Half  of  its residents were born
outside of  Canada, and one in five arrived in Canada in the 1990s. Over a third of  residents speak a
language other than English at home. Torontonians come from over 169 countries and speak over 100
languages and dialects. 43% of  Toronto’s population reported themselves as being a visible minority. 

The City’s 40,100 employees manage and deliver extensive public services. Toronto has North
America’s second largest public transit system (the TTC), and 2.2 million transit trips are made daily.
The City provides 1.24 million cubic metres of water per day to residents and businesses. Emergency
medical dispatchers take 425,000 phone calls per year. The City manages 8,000 hectares of parkland,
18% of Toronto's area. City employees maintain over 5,300 km of roads, 7000 km of sidewalks, and
10,000 km of sewers. More than 5,000 uniformed police officers patrol the city. 

Increasing inequality is threatening the quality of life of many residents. Median incomes in
Toronto’s 12 poorest neighbourhoods fell by 8% between 1985 and 2001, while incomes in the 12
wealthiest neighbourhoods rose over 25%.97 552,000 Toronto households have incomes below the
poverty line.98 Non-European ethno-racial families are especially threatened – they are almost 2.5
times as likely to live in poverty as families from European ethno-racial groups.99 

Many marginalized communities desperately need city services, such as affordable housing,
community centres, recreation activities, and social services. In 2003, over 70,000 households were
on the municipal waiting list for affordable social housing. Almost 32,000 different people stayed in a
Toronto shelter during 2002. Marginalized communities often lack political power and are poorly
informed about how to secure funding.100
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Toronto’s city government 
Toronto’s municipal government consists of an elected City Council and Mayor, administrative
offices comprising six departments, and a variety of special purpose bodies.101 The city budget is
developed by the administrative offices and approved by Council.

Toronto’s 44 elected councillors and Mayor make up City Council, the main governing and
legislative body. Every three years, councillors are elected by voters in their wards and the Mayor is
elected by a city-wide vote. Each councillor represents approximately 55,000 people. 

Councillors also serve on six standing committees, four community councils, and several other ad hoc
or advisory committees. These committees discuss specific issues, hear deputations from city
residents and organizations, and make recommendations that are then debated and voted on by
Council. The standing committees address distinct areas of the City’s operation, such as community
services and economic development. The community councils provide a forum for considering local
municipal affairs and community input in Toronto’s different regions. These councils make
recommendations to City Council on local planning and development issues, but they do not oversee
independent budgets for their regions. Other committees include the Budget Advisory Committee,
which discusses, analyzes, and makes recommendations on the budget process.

The City administrative off ices deliver more than 40 municipal services through six departments:
Works & Emergency Services; Finance; Urban Development Services; Community &
Neighbourhood Services; Corporate Services; and Economic Development, Culture & Tourism. The
Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) and six commissioners manage the operations of these
departments. The Chief Administrator's Office leads the City administration, advises Council on
policy and service decisions, and is responsible for submitting the city budget to Council.

Several of the most extensive city services are delivered by separate special purpose bodies. These
agencies, boards, and commissions have varying relations to Council. Some institutions, such as the
Toronto Police Services Board and Toronto Public Library, have great authority over their own
operations. The City is also the sole or major stakeholder in several corporations that deliver city
services, such as Toronto Hydro and Toronto Community Housing Corporation.

Despite its expansive government and economic and political importance, Toronto and all other
municipalities have no legal powers under Canada’s constitution. Cities are “creatures of the
province” and cannot act unless granted the authority to do so by their provincial government. City
budgets are therefore subject to provincially set rules. In Ontario, municipalities can not approve an
operating budget that does not balance – meaning that the City’s revenues must equal its approved
spending. Although cities may borrow to cover capital expenditures, borrowing is strictly forbidden
for the operating budget. The province requires public meetings and disclosure of budget documents
before budget approval, but it does not otherwise regulate the budget decision-making process.102
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Toronto’s city budget 
Toronto, like most Canadian cities, has faced immense budget pressures in recent years. Even with
service cuts and a property tax increase, the City faced a $95 million budget shortfall in 2003.103 In
2004, there is a projected $344 million gap between revenues and expenditure needs.

Toronto collects most of its revenues from property taxes, user fees, and grants and subsidies. In
2003, the City received $1.7 billion from commercial property taxes (28%), $1.1 billion from
residential property taxes (18%), $1 billion from user fees (16%), $1.5 billion from federal and
provincial grants and subsidies (24%), and $.9 billion from other revenues (14%). The City has the
authority to increase revenues only by raising residential property taxes, creating or increasing user
fees, selling assets, and borrowing for capital costs.

The City spends revenues on capital and operating expenditures. The capital budget covers
expenditures for fixed assets, such as roads, buildings, and equipment. It is a multi-year program – an
approved budget for the current year and planned budgets for the following four years. The
operating budget covers the current year’s costs of delivering services. It pays for wages and benefits,
replaceable goods, and other regular costs of operating City services.

The 2003 capital budget was $965 million gross. Transit costs were the largest expenditure ($320
million), followed by roads, City fleet, parks & recreation, and police. Most of the capital budget (70-
80%) is used to maintain existing assets in a state of good repair. The remaining funds are used for
growth-related and service improvement projects.104 In 2003, these discretionary funds were allocated
based on three main principles: capital programs must remain affordable and not add debt (except
TTC), minimize the impact on the operating budget, and maintain current capital assets in good
repair. The City had enough revenues to fund only 70% of its state-of-good-repair projects in 2003. 

The 2003 operating budget was $2.9 billion net and $6.4 billion gross. Police services was the largest
net operating expense at $636 million, followed by debt charges ($387M) fire services ($275M),
shelter and housing ($274M), transit ($228M), social services ($222M), road transportation ($175M),
parks and recreation ($150M), and libraries ($122M). The final approved operating budget was $42
million less than the total operating requests by individual departments.

Community organizing for participatory budgeting
Starting in 2001, a group of community organizations and individuals has been exploring the
possibilities for participatory budgeting in Toronto. Facilitated by the Catalyst Centre, a local non-
profit popular education organization, this group established itself as the Toronto Participatory
Budgeting Network (TPBN) in 2002. The Catalyst Centre and TPBN have held several community
workshops on participatory budgeting in Toronto.105 Through a democratic decision-making process,
the TPBN launched the 10 x 10 Campaign, calling for 10% of Toronto’s budget to be allocated
through a participatory process by 2010. Since Spring 2003 the TPBN has been less active, due
mainly to resource and time limitations.
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6.2 The 2003 C ity Budget Process

In 2003 and previous years, residents could participate in the budget process mainly through formal
oral deputations. City staff and councillors were responsible for developing the budget over the
course of six months, and residents had little direct impact on budget decision-making.

How did the budget process work?
Including implementation, the budget cycle had four main phases:

  From September to November, individual departments and special purpose bodies prepared
their service plans and budget requests. Staff at the CAO’s office and Finance department integrated
these separate budgets into a city-wide budget.

  At the beginning of December, the CAO’s office publicly launched the proposed budget. From
December to February, City councillors and budget staff discussed and revised the proposed budget.
Residents submitted input through five-minute deputations at Council committee meetings.

  Near the end of February, City Council debated and approved the final budget.

  During the following year, City staff members within individual departments were responsible
for budget implementation and communication.

Who was involved, and how?
City residents could offer input at budget and committee deputations and departmental public
consultations. 

City staff developed, revised, implemented, and monitored their own individual department and
special purpose body budgets. They listened to and could incorporate public input given at deputations.
Staff at the CAO’s office also published a City Budget Community Workbook, to help community
groups and citizens understand and explore the budget. The workbook was posted on the City’s
website and distributed to community groups.

City Councillors listened to public input given at deputations, revised the budget with staff, and
approved the final budget.

What were the results of participation?
Most deputations focused on specific neighbourhood issues, such as sidewalks, parks, local police,
and community facilities.106 Most people gave deputations because they had been directly impacted
by a budget decision. For example, people called for more speed bumps and traffic calming after a
family member was killed in a car accident. The input related to almost all city services, programs,
and departments, except city management and administration. The City did not collect input on
budget priorities through the Community Workbook.
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6.3 The 2004 C ity Budget Process

In 2004, newly elected Mayor David Miller extended the budget process and added a new round of
public consultations. Designed in less than two months, after the budget process had already begun,
the new Listening to Toronto consultations brought over 1,100 people together at seven three-hour
long sessions across the city. After introductory staff presentations, participants met in facilitated
small group discussions to express their thoughts about Toronto’s strengths, challenges, and budget
issues.107 The City also collected input on these issues by email and postal mail. 

How does the budget process work?
City staff and councillors are responsible for developing the 2004 budget over the course of eight
months.108 Including implementation, the budget cycle has five phases:

  From September to November, individual departments and special purpose bodies prepared
their service plans and budget requests. Staff at the CAO’s office and Finance department integrated
these separate budgets into a city-wide budget.

  In January, residents offer input through Listening to Toronto sessions.

  At the end of January, the CAO’s office publicly launches the proposed budget. From February
to April, City councillors and budget staff discuss and revise the proposed budget. Residents submit
input through deputations at Council committee meetings.

  Near the end of April, City Council debates and approves the final budget.

  During the following year, City staff implement the budget. 

Who does what?
City residents offer input at the Listening to Toronto sessions, budget and committee deputations,
and departmental public consultations. There is no public information on the demographic or socio-
economic characteristics of participants.

City staff develop, revise, implement, and monitor their own individual department and special
purpose body budgets. They listen to and can incorporate public input given at the Listening to
Toronto sessions and deputations. Staff at the CAO’s office publish the City Budget Community
Workbook, and they design and facilitate the Listening to Toronto sessions. At these sessions,
community engagement staff from across the City facilitate small group discussions, and budget staff
offer technical assistance and information about the City budget.

City Councillors listen to public input at Listening to Toronto sessions and deputations, revise the
budget with staff, and approve the final budget. The chair of the Budget Advisory Committee
presents an overview of the City budget at Listening to Toronto sessions. The Mayor introduces the
Listening to Toronto sessions and listens to participant input. 
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6.4 Comparing  the Budget Processes

After only two months, Mayor Miller’s administration initiated a new city-wide public consultation
exercise and restructured much of the budget process. Presented as the first step in a broader
community engagement strategy, Listening to Toronto helped break down some barriers to
participation and foster more community engagement. So how does the City’s 2004 budget process
differ from participatory budgeting, and from Toronto’s previous budget process? 

This section compares how these three budget processes contribute to democracy, equity,
community, education, transparency, and efficiency – the main principles of participatory budgeting.
These six principles have also been expressed as values of Toronto’s current City government, as
demonstrated by David Miller’s quotes in the chart Evaluating the Budget Processes (Appendix D).

Democracy
In 2003 and 2004, residents participated in budget decision-making mainly through representative
democracy. After public consultation, elected councillors debated and ultimately decided on budget
spending. In 2004, some residents were able to provide input through more democratic discussions.
Listening to Toronto participants began to deliberate their budget priorities, but the process did not
intend to allow participants to make budget spending decisions. Although most public input focused
on local issues, both at deputations and Listening to Toronto sessions, allocations were generally
debated and decided at the city-wide level. In contrast, participatory budgeting enables local
democratic decision-making.

Equity
In 2003 and 2004, budget decisions were not made according to clearly defined and publicized equity
criteria. Participatory budgeting, however, uses community poverty level as one of the concrete
weighted criteria that determine budget decisions. In 2004, the City did enable more equitable
participation in the budget process. Listening to Toronto reduced some obstacles to participation by
offering accessible information about the budget and inviting input in a variety of forms. It also
rewarded participants by allowing them to intimately engage City councillors and staff in direct
conversation. Because of the short preparation time, however, staff had limited capacity to facilitate
participation by Toronto’s most marginalized and disengaged communities.

Community
In 2003, the budget process did not attempt to bring people together in active and supportive
communities. In 2004, Listening to Toronto brought people together at regional meetings, but social
interaction at these meetings was limited to small groups of randomly assembled people, many of
whom were from outside the given region. Participants had little opportunity to interact or develop
strong ties with people in their neighbourhoods. Participatory budgeting brings people together for
more frequent interaction at the neighbourhood, regional, and city-wide levels. It creates more spaces
for participants to discuss their common interests, engage in collective action, and develop
community solidarity.
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Education
In 2003, the Community Workbook was the City’s most significant educational effort, although it is
unclear how residents actually used the Workbook.109 In 2004, Listening to Toronto offered
additional opportunities for some residents to learn about complex budget issues, through the budget
presentations and educational materials at each session. The limited discussion time at these sessions
did not, however, allow for the in-depth deliberations and extended learning of participatory
budgeting.

Transparency
Toronto’s 2003 and 2004 budgets were developed and negotiated mostly by staff and politicians at
City Hall. Although public input was transparent, decision-making often was not. Most budget
decisions were made before the budget was publicly debated at standing committees and City
Council.110 These decisions are often constrained by political pressure on councillors and staff.111

Participatory budgeting, however, helps isolate key discretionary budget decisions from political
lobbying by allowing residents to make difficult negotiations and decisions directly.

Efficiency
In 2003 and 2004, most of the budget process was not directly monitored or informed by residents.
Prior to 2004, public deputations often pitted citizens against City staff and councillors. Deputations
consumed resident, councillor, and staff time, but rarely affected budget decisions.112 Listening to
Toronto created a new opportunity for staff, councillors, and residents to attempt to solve budget
problems together. It began to utilize residents’ constructive ideas, although mostly at the overall
city-wide budget level. Listening to Toronto may have generated new social outputs of the budget
process and helped the City lobby the provincial and federal governments for new revenue sources.
Compared with participatory budgeting, however, the resources devoted to the budget process
resulted in fewer outputs related to resident education and empowerment, development of
community organizations and events, and social inclusion of marginalized people. Participatory
budgeting also links residents’ local knowledge and preferences for public goods to concrete local
budget decisions. 



Building a Democratic City: How Participatory Budgeting Can Work in Toronto

42

6.5 The 2010 C ity Budget Process? (A Model for Participatory Budgeting)

Based on the information presented earlier, this section explores what a city-wide participatory
budgeting program might eventually look like in Toronto. This is only one possible vision of
participatory budgeting – the actual process should be designed in collaboration with residents and
will certainly look different. Participatory budgeting programs grow and evolve over time, and this
model is neither a beginning nor an end. It is rather an example of how a participatory budgeting
process could potentially work in 2010, after several years of gradual growth and development. 

How does the budget process work?
The budget decision-making process lasts ten months, from April to January. Including monitoring
and implementation, the process has six phases. 

  In April and May, residents gather at opening public assemblies in each ward. These large
events are publicized throughout the city. City staff, councillors, and budget delegates present the
previous year’s budget and projects. Community organizations arrange music, theatre, and other
entertainment and popular education, to attract and engage diverse participants. Residents elect
neighbourhood budget delegates.

  Between May and July, neighbourhood delegates organize community meetings with residents.
City staff and delegates facilitate presentations and discussions about previous neighbourhood
projects and current needs and project ideas. Participants deliberate and decide on neighbourhood
spending priorities through dotmocracy (voting for the projects they support with dots on flipchart
paper).113 City staff provide technical project assistance when necessary.

  In August and September, neighbourhood delegates gather at regional budget forums to decide
the priority projects for their City ward. Neighbourhood delegates present local project priorities and
vote on the priorities for the entire ward. They also elect ward delegates to their Budget Council.

  Between October and December, four Budget Councils (one in each quarter of Toronto)
develop their parts of the participatory budget. At Budget Council meetings, ward delegates analyze
budget priorities according to an agreed-upon evaluation matrix with weighted criteria, developed
and revised by each Budget Council. Criteria include the level of priority, total ward population, new
immigrant population, low-income population (measured by Statistics Canada’s Low-Income Cut-
Offs), and participant turnout at ward budget meetings. 

  In January, each Budget Council proposes its part of the participatory budget to the CAO’s
office. Staff at the CAO’s office incorporate the participatory budget into the city-wide budget as a
separate line-item. City Council can request revisions to the participatory budget as for any other
budget item, although the total amount of the participatory budget is fixed. City Council approves
the participatory budget along with the total City budget.
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  During the following year, neighbourhood delegates monitor the implementation of funded
projects. When necessary, they make project revisions and settle arising disputes. Budget Councils
review and revise the budget process.

Who does what?
City residents deliberate and decide on capital and operating projects in their own neighbourhoods.
Residents monitor and evaluate budget implementation, through their neighbourhood delegates.

City staff facilitate budget deliberations and provide technical assistance. Staff at the CAO’s office
organize, promote, and facilitate budget meetings and assemblies, together with local community
organizations and City councillors. They make budget presentations at these meetings and are
responsible for overseeing the budget process within City Hall. Staff at the Finance Department
process and interpret community project proposals. Staff at the other participating departments and
special purpose bodies work with participants to ensure the technical and economic viability of
projects. 

City councillors approve the final budget. They also work with City staff and residents to organize,
promote, and facilitate budget meetings and assemblies.

Non-profit organizations and businesses contribute to the participatory budgeting fund. Large
donors become sponsoring partners and participate in the budget councils. Small donors contribute
matching funds and in-kind resources for local projects.

What are the local budgeting units?
Local budgeting units are distinct self-identifying neighbourhoods. Examples include Parkdale,
Cabbagetown, Regent Park, and St. Lawrence. Neighbourhoods can negotiate their own boundaries.
Residents can participate only in a single local budgeting unit. Residents elect four neighbourhood
delegates to represent each local budgeting unit. 

What are the regional budgeting units?
Regional budgeting units are city wards. Residents meet in Ward Budget Assemblies composed of
16-24 neighbourhood delegates, the ward’s City councillor, and one city staff representative.
Neighbourhood delegates elect two ward delegates to represent each Assembly at a higher-level
Budget Council. Each Assembly is responsible for monitoring budget implementation in its ward. 

What is the city-wide budget council?
There is a separate Budget Council in each of the four Community Council jurisdictions: Toronto
West, Toronto South, Toronto North, and Toronto East. Each Budget Council is composed of 20-
24 delegates (two from each ward), two City councillors, two City staff representatives, and one
representative from each sponsoring partner. The participatory budgeting fund is divided amongst
the four Councils according to a formula weighing the total jurisdiction population, new immigrant
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population, low-income population, and participant turnout at budget meetings. Each Council is
responsible for allocating funds amongst the projects proposed in its wards. Councils also oversee
and review the participatory budgeting process.

What funds are allocated?
The City allocates approximately 10% of its budget through participatory budgeting.114 This
consists of discretionary funds from the capital and operating budgets. These funds are drawn from
the City departments and bodies that deliver the services that affect residents most directly at the
local level. Each participating division or agency contributes its discretionary funding to a separate
participatory budgeting fund. Non-profit organizations and businesses also contribute to the fund,
and major donors are included as sponsoring partners.

Divisions of three City departments allocate funds by participatory budgeting. In the Community &
Neighbourhood Services Department this includes the Children’s Services; Homes for the Aged;
Social Services; and Shelter, Housing & Support divisions. The Transportation Services division in
the Works & Emergency Services Department also contributes funds, along with the Culture and
Parks & Recreation divisions of the Economic Development, Culture, & Tourism Department. The
Toronto Transit Commission, Toronto Public Library, the City’s 20 Community Centres, and other
special purpose bodies also participate.

What projects are funded?
Participants deliberate small local capital and operating projects. City staff and residents propose
possible projects. Projects can be of any type, but they must adhere to City labour, zoning,
environmental, safety, and health regulations. Projects receive funding only if they are democratically
agreed upon. 

Many projects are community and social services. In Latin American cities, roads, sewers, and other
physical infrastructure are often underdeveloped, and thus the focus of participatory budgeting. In
Toronto, however, basic physical infrastructure is more uniformly developed, and there are greater
needs for and inequalities in community and social services.115 Funded projects therefore include
recreation activities, park improvements, community centre improvements, community events,
cultural festivities, childcare, public health services, children’s activities, adult education, language
training, job training, road and sidewalk maintenance, shelters and social housing improvements,
library improvements and services, and community arts projects.

Who participates?
All city residents are eligible to participate, including non-citizens. City staff focus participation
outreach on new immigrant, ethnic minority, and other marginalized groups.
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6.6 Potential L ocal Problems and Concerns

In addition to the common problems and concerns presented in Section 4.2, the local situation in
Toronto presents several distinct obstacles to participatory budgeting. This section discusses these
Toronto-specific problems, and how they might be addressed.

Problem Response

1) Affluence might deter public participation

Toronto’s relative affluence will lessen
the enthusiasm for participation.
Participatory budgeting is usually driven
by demand from disadvantaged groups
for basic infrastructure or services.
Since Toronto’s infrastructure and
services are more developed than in
Latin American cities, will residents still
be sufficiently interested?116

Although Toronto’s overall affluence would likely deter
some participation, many Toronto communities still have
urgent needs. Over 550,000 city households live below
the poverty line, and the gap between Toronto’s poorest
and richest neighbourhoods is increasing. Because of
Toronto’s great ethnic diversity, many residents have
urgent needs for more cultural services and support,
community centres, language and skills training, and other
social services.117

2) Cultural and language diversity would complicate deliberation

Toronto residents speak many different
languages and are accustomed to
different cultural practices. Participants
would not be able to participate equally
because of language and cultural
barriers.118

Non-English speakers are usually excluded from public
engagement, so any involvement is an improvement.
Facilitators can help different cultural groups participate
by using translators, simple language, visual aids, and
other popular education techniques. Neighbourhood
deliberations could be organized around pre-existing
geographic clusters of ethnic groups.

3) Toronto’s disadvantaged communities are not sufficiently organized

Many of Toronto’s new immigrant
communities are isolated, poorly
organized, and disconnected from city
government.119

Toronto Community Housing has already engaged its
diverse tenant communities in participatory budgeting.
Community groups and organizers can also assist the
City with involving marginalized and new immigrant
communities.120

4) The City budget is not divided by ward or region

The City does not publicly divide
budget data by ward or geographic area.
Without information on local budget
amounts, participants could not
deliberate on community projects and
local expenditures.

Budget staff regularly provide individual councillors with
ward-specific budget data and are capable of isolating
budget data by geographic region.121 Providing full public
data for each ward would, however, require additional
staff time. Some councillors might also be opposed to
publicly exposing inter-ward budget inequities.
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 7. Recommendations and Next Steps

Participatory budgeting does not start with a fully developed model, but rather with many small
steps. Listening to Toronto can be seen as one step. City staff, councillors, community groups, and
other public and non-profit organizations can move Toronto closer to participatory budgeting by
increasing community education and awareness, building staff and council capacity, and initiating
pilot participatory budgeting programs. The recommendations for the City are specifically for the
office of the Chief Administrative Officer and the Mayor’s office. The recommendations for
community groups are specifically for the Catalyst Centre and other members of the Toronto
Participatory Budgeting Network.

COMMUNITY EDUCATION AND AWARENESS
Participatory budgeting is a grassroots phenomenon, driven by the enthusiasm and effort of ordinary
residents. The City and community groups can help people get involved in the budget process by
building community awareness about participatory budgeting and increasing community capacity for
active participation.

1)  The City and community groups should organize local demonstration workshops
on participatory budgeting

The best way to learn about participatory budgeting is to practice it. The Catalyst Centre and
Toronto Community Housing tenants have already implemented interactive participatory budgeting
workshop that could be adapted for Toronto communities. The City should provide matching funds
for local community organizations and neighbourhood groups to host these workshops.

2)  The City and community groups should organize a series of participatory
workshops to design the 2005 budget process

Truly participatory budget processes are designed by their participants. The City should organize and
facilitate a series of participatory workshops to design the 2005 budget process, together with
interested community groups.

3)  The City and community groups should establish neighbourhood budget groups
Neighbourhood budget groups can help residents engage in local budget decision-making. Based on
the Guelph model, neighbourhood groups can discuss and prioritize community projects, and then
submit priority projects to the City. The groups can provide budget outreach and new project ideas,
but the City must first guarantee that these ideas will be used. The City should issue a public
invitation for neighbourhood groups to submit community project proposals, and community
organizations should assist with neighbourhood group development. 



Building a Democratic City: How Participatory Budgeting Can Work in Toronto

47

CITY STAFF AND COUNCIL CAPACITY
Public participation requires staff facilitation and councillor support. Staff and councillors can better
enable residents to participate in the budget process by developing internal skills, knowledge, and
resources. Community groups should encourage the City to develop these capacities.

4)  The City should host a participatory budgeting workshop for staff and councillors
Listening to Toronto has increased public expectations for more innovative and informed civic
engagement processes. A participatory budgeting workshop can help staff and councillors learn more
about relevant experiences and innovations from elsewhere. The City should invite Toronto
Community Housing tenants and the Catalyst Centre to organize an interactive workshop reflecting
on participation in the budget process and exploring new ideas for participatory budgeting.

5)  The City should initiate a facilitator training program
If the City wants to facilitate more civic engagement, it needs more skilled facilitators. Training staff
in facilitation, mediation, conflict resolution, and communication skills will increase City capacity to
facilitate participatory budgeting and other public engagement programs. The training program could
be designed and implemented by qualified staff and community organizations.

6)  The City should research additional participatory budgeting programs
Although Porto Alegre is the most famous and well-researched example of participatory budgeting,
other Latin American cities have developed innovative processes to suit their local context. These
experiences can introduce new strategies and ideas for participatory budgeting in Toronto. The City
should invite students to collaborate in additional participatory budgeting research.

7)  The City should hire additional budget participation staff
Developing a truly participatory budget process is a challenging task that requires additional staff.
New participatory processes mean new work, and current budget and public participation staff are
already overworked. The City should hire one or two new budget participation coordinators in the
office of the Chief Administrative Officer to help develop the 2005 budget process.

PILOT PROGRAMS
Most participatory budgeting programs start small, and Toronto should be no exception. The City
can combine several different strategies to pilot participatory budgeting. A full pilot program,
comparable to the Guelph Coalition, could cost as little as $60,000. Community groups should
encourage the City and other organizations to implement pilot participatory budgeting programs

8)  The City should pilot participatory budgeting in a specific geographic area
The City can test a pilot program in certain geographic areas before expanding it across the city.
Participatory budgeting programs are initially most popular in areas with the greatest service needs,
strong networks of community organizations, and supportive City councillors. In Toronto, the most
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appropriate areas would therefore be in the Toronto South region, especially the Parkdale-High Park,
Trinity-Spadina, and Toronto Centre-Rosedale wards.

9)  The City should pilot participatory budgeting in a specific program or service
The City can pilot participatory budgeting with individual programs or services before expanding it
across the budget. Residents are initially most interested in participatory budgeting for services that
they need the most, that have the greatest immediate visible impacts, and that are most easily
changed. In Toronto, the most appropriate City programs would therefore be in the Parks &
Recreation; Social Services; Transportation Services; and Shelter, Housing & Support divisions.

10)  Special-purpose bodies should implement pilot participatory budgeting
programs

Toronto Community Housing has demonstrated how semi-autonomous special-purpose bodies can
quickly and effectively transform their budget processes. Special-purpose bodies are ideal for
participatory budgeting because they usually have direct and regular contact with their service users.
The City and community groups should especially encourage the Toronto Transit Commission,
Toronto Public Library, and the City’s Community Centres to try participatory budgeting.

11)  Other public and non-profit organizations should implement pilot participatory
budgeting programs

Participatory budgeting is not just for city governments. It can also be used by other public and non-
profit organizations, such as school boards, housing co-ops, social service agencies, universities, and
unions. The City and community groups should especially encourage the Toronto District School
Board, the Co-operative Housing Federation of Toronto, and the United Way of Greater Toronto to
try participatory budgeting.
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Appendix B: Research Method

The research method consisted of four main components:
1) Literature Review
See Appendix A for the full list of books and articles reviewed. The literature focused on
participatory budgeting, participation and democratic theory, citizenship and transformative learning,
political economy, and public finance. 

2) Formal Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine people who had 1) practical and/or research
experience with participatory budgeting and/or 2) practical experience with municipal budgeting in
Toronto and Ontario. This included municipal and provincial government employees, community
activists, and researchers.

3) Research Consultation Meetings
Regular informal meetings with participatory budgeting experts helped inform and direct the
research. These meetings were with Augusto Mathias at the City of Toronto’s Community
Engagement Unit, Katharine Rankin at the University of Toronto, Daniel Schugurensky at the
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, and several members of The Catalyst Centre. 

4) Workshops and Events
The research was tested and enhanced at public events related to participatory budgeting:
• Demonstration Participatory Budgeting Workshop on Community Infrastructure (The Catalyst

Centre)
• Lifelong Citizenship Learning, Participatory Democracy, and Social Change conference at

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, including workshops on:
• Participatory planning and budgeting in Toronto Community Housing Corporation: Our

own story (Toronto Community Housing Corporation tenants)
• Possibilities of a Toronto Participatory Budget: The 10 x 10 Process (The Catalyst Centre)
• Local Democratic Initiatives, Challenges to Democratization, Citizen Engagement and

Local Democracy: City Hall Perspectives
• Listening to Toronto 2004 budget consultation (City of Toronto)
• Community Services Committee 2004 budget deputations (City of Toronto)
• Community Forum on Citizenship and Civic Participation (Toronto Civic Action Network)
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Appendix C: Guelph Coalition Members and Funders

Coalition Member Organizations
Sponsoring Agencies:
Guelph Wellington Family and Children Services 
Community Services Group, City of Guelph
Guelph Community Health Centre 

Program Partners:
Wellington County Social Services 
Guelph Wellington United Way 
Upper Grand District School Board 
Wellington County Catholic School Board 
Community Mental Health Centre 
Guelph Police Services

Neighbourhood Groups:
Brant Avenue Hartsland
Onward Willow Westwood
Parkwood Gardens Brock Road
Two Rivers Exhibition Park
Waverly Priory Park
Kortright Hills

Funding Sources
City of Guelph Community Services
Wellington County Social Services 
United Way Community Services of Guelph Wellington 
Guelph Wellington Family and Children Services 
Guelph Community Health Centre 
Wellington County Catholic School Board 
Better Beginnings, Better Futures (Ontario Ministry of Community, Family, and Children’s Services)
Guelph Wellington Housing Authority
Crime Prevention Council
Trillium Foundation
Corporations, such as Clarica and Huntsman
Service Clubs, such as Rotary Clubs
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Appendix D: Evaluating the Budget Processes

Participation Criteria In the Mayor’s Words122 2003 Budget
Process

2004 Budget
Process

Participatory
Budgeting

1) Residents meet at the
neighbourhood level to
decide on budget priorities

“The people of Toronto are very well
informed, they know their neighborhoods
well and they know what needs to be done.”

2) Resident priorities
directly linked to budget
allocations

“City Hall must be run in the public interest.”

3)Transparent criteria
prioritize spending in
areas with greatest needs

“The people of Toronto have spoken - you've
told us you want your taxes used effectively
to provide the services you need.” 

4) Helps marginalized
residents participate more
easily

“The City must continue to embrace
newcomers who bring their talent and skills
to Toronto.” 

-

5) Actively reduces
obstacles to participation

“We must make it easier for residents to
participate in building their city.” -

6) Offers clear incentives
for participation

“We must encourage passion.” -
7) Helps residents learn
about complex budget
issues 

“Don't underestimate people. If you give
them the right information, they will give
intelligent, thoughtful answers.”

-

8) Isolates budget
decisions from political
lobbying

“We must... commit to rid City Hall of this
corrosive culture of access-brokering and
deal-making.”

9) Residents directly
monitor budget spending

“Let us heed the cry for open, accountable
government in this city.”

10) Residents oversee the
participation process

“We will start by making the city's budget
process one that is truly participatory.” 
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