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1. Participatory budgeting: multiple and varied. 
 
The analysis of worldwide varieties of participatory budgeting allows multiple levels of 
analysis. We will consider five of these levels – the ones that seem most relevant to 
highlight the options and institutional conditioning factors in the Brazilian cases, 
especially in  Porto Alegre. It is not about  pointing  ideal  paths, for  all options  involve  
risks  and advantages,  and  they  are part of broader institutional contexts  and particular  
political cultures. Our objective is simply to show contrasting points and to open a 
variety of topics for discussion, even if we run the risk of some inevitable localist bias. 
 

a. A first relevant reference concerns the government system: either parliamentary or 
presidential. In some countries, the mayor is chosen by the parliament – not 
directly. In these cases, when there is an option for the participatory 
construction of the budget, occasional disagreements between  the  citizenry and  
the  local  parliament  tend  to be slighter. In Brazil, a presidential government 
system is in force in which the leaders of the executive branch at all levels 
(nation, states, and cities) are elected by universal suffrage. This is also how the 
members of the respective legislative bodies are elect – we do not have party lists 
or district representation. Parliaments in Brazil have a quite secondary role if 
compared to the executive branches.  The executive branch is responsible for 
proposing budgets. These budgets, once approved at their respective legislative 
bodies, impose no more than a limit for expenses.  The executive branch may 
manage the  budgetary implementation  at  its discretion,  and  it  can use  a  single 
account  for  all  expenses,  as  long as  some  legal  parameters  are  met  (a  limit 
for expenses  with  personnel,  a  minimum  percentage  of  investments  in 
education and health,  contraction  of  debts,  among others.  Further, each newly-
elected chief of the executive branch can bring with him/her a considerable 
number of assistants picked at his/her discretion. At federal level, the president 
has 20,000 posts at his/her disposal. In states and municipalities, these numbers 
vary according to the size of the respective structures. In Porto Alegre, there are 
approximately 650 positions at the mayor’s disposal. It is possible to change 
considerably the  operation  of the several administrative  sectors  by  occupying  
key  positions  up  to  the  third  tier  of  the public administration at every change 
in the government of a city, a state, or the nation. This is what has happened in 
many municipalities over the last two decades. To what extent the  experiences  of  
participatory  budget  (PB)  withdraw  even  more power  from  the parliament,  or  
to  what  extent  they express a  sort  of failure of  these  structures,  is  a permanent 
question in the analysis of these experiences. Let us keep in mind, for the sake  
of  contributing  to  this   discussion,  that  PBs  in   Brazil   operate  with  district 
representation,  ensuring a  territorial  dimension  of  politics that  is not  included  
by the electoral system in force. 

 
b. Another level of analysis concerns the degree or mode of citizenry involvement. 

At one extreme, there is what has been called participatory democracy, within 
the principle of radicalising democracy by devolving direct decision-making 
power to the citizen; at the  other,  there  is  the  consultative  democracy,  aimed 
at  strengthening  the bond between citizenry and State through their opinion 



(the lien social, as Yves Cabannes says  in  his  synthesis  of  international  
experiences in another chapter of this document).  In between  these  two  
extremes, there   would  be what Yves suggests to call community-based 
representative democracy, in which the process of deliberation takes place 
with the involvement of community  leaders  who  have  been elected  in  their  
own  organisations.  Usually, the experiences tend to combine both things. In the 
case of Porto Alegre, there is a participatory democracy in that the population 
directly decides what their priorities and proposals for the budget are. It takes  
place  in  combination  with a  community-based representative democracy that is 
present in the discussion of the municipal budget as a whole and  in  the detailing  
of  programmes  that  are  collectively  agreed upon  by  the election of delegates 
and councillors. 

 
c. It is also possible to distinguish between experiences in which there is the 

constitution of  city-wide councils to integrate the work developed in the several 
regions of  a  city, such as  it  happens  in  Porto  Alegre,  with  the  COP,  and  those  
variations  that  do not produce  this  integration,  favouring   a  territorially   
decentralised  performance,  with strategies of administrative reform and of 
greater proximity between the public sector and the common citizen. 

 
d. Very privileged both by critics and by supporters of participatory budgets, 

another point of differentiation concerns the percentage of budgetary funds 
involved. Currently, there are experiences in which minimal percentages – less 
than 1% – are discussed, as well as cases in which 100% of the budget is 
discussed. Usually, when there are previously set percentages and values, the 
process of deliberation will involve both demands and projects. In Porto Alegre, 
there is a combination of things. In the regional and thematic popular assemblies,  
participants  decide  on  proposals  of investment. In the COP, councillors discuss 
the budget as a whole, being able to redefine demands and policies of 
governmental origin, but with scarce or no power to change the amounts directed 
to inflexible expenses, such as salaries or others determined by the Constitution. 

 
e. To   centralise or to departmentalise is another level of differentiation between 

experiences that deserves consideration. There are experiences that opted for 
participatory budgets by department or by government body. It is the  case  of  the 
Toronto Housing Company,  in the city of Toronto, which  applies  funds  for  the 
maintenance of more than 50,000 housing units of social interest (social rent) 
through a PB process. Even in Porto Alegre, besides the city-wide PB, there is a 
PB involving education only, allowing municipal schools communities   (parents, 
students and education professionals) to build projects for the use of institutional 
spaces in keeping with the interests of these communities. 

 
 
2. Confidence in the institutionalisation. 
 
PB experiences in Brazil have their own charisma due to a direct bottom-up social 
contract by which social issues occupy the centre of politics. Nevertheless, they are 
incomprehensible if one does not make a reference to the context in which they merged, 
at the peak of the redemocratisation process, after more than two decades of military 
dictatorship. 
 



Initially, it is necessary to highlight the strengthening of the federative structure in 
Brazil after the current Constitution was promulgated in 1988–the so-called Citizen 
Constitution. States and municipalities have been given relative autonomy in tax 
collection and budget implementation, as well as they have benefited from compulsory 
transfers of funds collected by the federal government. The table below provides an idea 
of the evolution of available tax revenues per tier of the federation since 1960: 
 

DISTRIBUTION OF AVAILABLE TAX REVENUES IN BRAZIL  
YEARS UNION STATES MUNICIPALITIES TOTAL 

1960 59,5 34,1 6,4 100 

1965 54,8 35,1 10,1 100 

1970 60,8 29,2 10,0 100 

1975 68,0 23,3 8,7 100 

1980 68,2 23,3 8,6 100 

1985 62,7 26,2 11,1 100 

1990 57,1 28,0 14,9 100 

1995 56,3 27,5 16,2 100 

2000 59,9 25,1 15,0 100 

Source: Luís Carlos Vitali Bordin1 

 
Although  the  last  years  have  seen  a  trend  toward  the  re-concentration  of  resources  at 
federal  level   whereas   the  amount  of   social   responsibilities  at   city  level   has   
been increasing, which has turned the federative pact into a very current issue in  the 
national debate,  the  political  vigour  of  Brazilian  municipalism  is  still   strong  and  
allows  the democratic coexistence of antagonist projects among the different levels of 
government. 
 
The Nineties, in Brazil, showed multiple possibilities of joint experiences between 
society and State. Participatory councils for the management of social policies exist in 
the great majority of Brazilian municipalities (there are around  27,000  local sectorial 
councils). PB experiences involving citizenry participation  in  the definition  of  local  
investments have already reached approximately 160 cities. Porto Alegre, São Paulo, 
Belo Horizonte, Recife and Belém are the five state capitals that currently do their 
budgeting based on popular participation. Programmes involving public and private  
funding, as well as base communities, non-governmental organizations and non-profit 
private-sector foundations in the  most  diverse areas,  ranging  from  care  to  HIV-positive 
people  to  the  construction  of embryos of solidarity economy, are increasingly more 
significant to society. It is estimated that the third sector in Brazil involves 540,000 
entities, employing 2.5% of the work force and generating USD 10 billion per year 
(1.5% of the GDP)2. 
 
In 1996, almost all Brazilian states had already organised collegiate bodies for the 
decentralised management of the main national fund for housing and sanitation, the 
FGTS3. In the same year, 65% of all Brazilian municipalities4 boasted health councils 

                                                 
1 Luís Carlos Vitali Bordin, “A carga tributária brasileira em 2001”, Estudos Econômico-Fiscais, Ano 8, nº 1, 
Porto Alegre, Divisão de Estudos Econômico-Tributários/Secretaria da Fazenda do Rio Grande do Sul, 2002. 
2 Carla Éboli, “O assistencialismo cede espaço para a ‘economia da solidariedade’”, Gazeta Mercantil, 
29.05.2002. 
3 Government Severance Indemnity Fund for Employees, made up of a contribution on the payroll of private- 
sector employers, aiming at indemnifying the employee in case of dismissal without just cause. This fund is 
administered by the Federal Savings and Loans Bank (CEF) and managed by a trustee board at national level, 



organised to receive funds from the Single Health System (SUS). Currently, there are 
more than 4,000 health councils.  In 1998, there were 3,081 councils for the rights of 
children and adolescents, covering 60% of the municipalities and 80% of the population. 
In 2000,  there  were 27  state  social work  councils  and  3,146  municipal  councils,  
although many were not actually operational5. 
 
These joint experiences, which democratically promise a new relationship between 
society and  State  in  Brazil,  although  tensioned due  to disputes  on  the  meaning  of  
politics  and citizenship for the popular classes, operate within an economic environment 
that is full of difficulties and uncertainties. The economic conjuncture in the Nineties, 
not only in Latin America, but in all the so-called developing countries, caused some 
analysts6 to talk about a  possible  end of  the  third  wave of  democratisation,  identified  
by  Huntington as  having started  with  the  Revolution  of  1974,  in  Portugal7.  Even  
some traditional  supporters  of economic openness policies are concerned about the gap 
between democratic formalities and the rule of law in our countries. They propose the 
concept of illiberal democracy11 to name the situation of civil authoritarianism that has 
been predominant in many countries on the continent after the end of military 
authoritarianisms. While some criticise the limits of democratic regimes, others recover 
the old thesis by which democracy is impossible in poor countries.  Economist  Robert  
Barro  reached  the aberrant  conclusion  that:  “(...)  the advanced  western  countries  
would  contribute  more  to  the  welfare of  poor  nations  by exporting  their  economic 
systems,  notably property  rights and  free  markets,  rather  than their political systems, 
which typically developed after reasonable standards of living had been attained.”8 
 
Dominated by liberalising political  reforms, the recent economic conjuncture has been 
characterised by: (a) privatisation policies, involving not only the public productive 
sector, but also administrative activities such as prison services, tax collection, and 
central banks; (b) deregulation policies, involving capital and labour; (c) policies of 
openness to international capital, eliminating market reserves and economic  
protectionism9. Brazil begins the new millennium with scarce social results, to say the 
least, and without solving its historical problem of social inequality. Between 1992 and 
1999, the GINI index varied minimally, from 0.571 to 0.56714, in spite of all the civic 
will and the institutional bets made after the promulgation of the new Constitution in 
1988. 
 
This picture shows that the policies imposed by international bodies (IMF and World Bank) 
during the Nineties have been stretched to their limit. It does not mean that  the  prescriptions  
that   resulted  from  the  so-called  Washington Consensus have ceased to be sold beyond the 

                                                                                                                                                
which establishes rules and criteria for investing the resources deposited in the fund. Nevertheless, the federal 
government can bypass these decisions by manipulating other regulations, such as debt contracting limits, 
access criteria etc. 
4 Brasil had 5,506 municipalities in 2000. 
5 See Elenaldo Celso Teixeira, “Conselhos de Políticas Públicas: efetivamente uma nova institucionalidade 
participativa?” In Maria do Carmo A.A.Carvalho & Ana Cláudia C. Teixeira, Conselhos Gestores de 
Políticas Públicas, São Paulo, Pólis, 2000 (Publicações Pólis, no  37). 
6 See, for instance, the reaction of Larry Diamond, Is the third wave of democratization over? The imperative 
of consolidation (Working Paper, 97/237), Indiana, Kellogg Institute, 1997. 
7 Samuel P. Huntington, The third wave: democratization in the late twentieth century, Oklahoma, 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1993. 
8 Robert J. Barro, Democracy and Growth, Cambridge (MA), National Bureau of Economic Research, Inc – 
NBER, 1994 (Working Paper n. 4909). 
9 According to Décio Saes, A república do capital, São Paulo, Boitempo, 2001, p. 82. 



frontiers of political sustainability. In the current political debate,  the major issue is no longer 
whether  we  recognise or  not  the  limits  of  the  economic  model  in  force;  the major issue  is to  
show  that  it  could have been  different.  Is  it  an  unavoidable conjuncture, or is it possible to 
build alternatives, even if at local level only, to accumulate   forces  for   the   construction   of   
another consensus, based on solidarity and on the enlargement of democracy? It is in this 
perspective that it makes sense to review the experience of participatory budgets, checking  to 
what extent they live up to the expectations. 
 
3. Deconcentration of tensions or devolution of power? 
 
According to data from the  World  Bank, out  of  the 75 “developing” countries with more than 5 
million inhabitants, 63 are currently implementing decentralisation policies, devolving roles and 
responsibilities to local governments10. Actually, the resurgence of the idea of local development 
results from the convergence of several factors, among which we can highlight, on one side, the 
reaction on the part of local communities against  liberalising reforms carried out by national 
states (state deregulation, financial limitation); on the  other side,  the need  for  national 
governments  to  deconcentrate  social pressures, treating  them  in a decentralized,  localised and  
focused  way,  as  a means  to   ensure   the  coexistence  of   democratic   formalities   and  endless 
adjustment policies. 
 
Canel identifies three types of decentralisation of power in the recent conjuncture 
(administrative, political and fiscal), involving 3 levels (deconcentration, delegation and 
devolution)11.  Devolution  would  imply  a  full delegation  of  powers and of decision-making 
power, with  the creation of new government units not controlled by the central authorities. This 
scheme allows us to locate most experiences of decentralisation in Brazil within the scope of 
deconcentration and delegation, since fiscal and political control remain in the hands  of  the  
federal  government.  It is  within  the  boundaries  of  municipal autonomy that we will find the 
experiences that are  closest  to  the  concept  of devolution and production of participatorily 
strengthened governance12. 
 
Besides the decentralization, we have recently seen an  increasingly  greater trend  towards  
focusing (in the most vulnerable groups) and communitising social policies (direct  management  
of social  services), whether through   Community Based Organisations (CBOs) or through 
NGOs  and   third-sector entities  (by  the   social construction of the  concept  of  private-sector  
social  responsibility). It is in this fertile terrain of joint experiences between local government 
and organised civil society that public spaces have been developing for the discussion and 
deliberation of solutions for local problems. 
 
4. The experience with the Participatory Budget: 
 
Over the last years, the PB of Porto Alegre—main reference in terms of PB in Brazil—
has been  awakening   the   most   varied   interests.   Every   week,   researchers   and  
political delegations from all continents visit the city. The predominant reading values 
this "School of  Citizenship" because  of  its social and political  side–the  inversion of  
priorities  and  the investment  in  improving  the  standards of living of popular  classes, 

                                                 
10 Kyu Sik Lee & Roy Gilbert, Developing towns and cities: lessons from Brazil and the Philippines, 
Washington, D.C., The World Bank, 1999. 
11 Eduardo Canel, “Municipal decentralization and participatory democracy: building a new mode of urban 
politics in Montevideo City?” European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no 71, October  
2001. 
12 Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright propose the concept of empowered deliberative governance to 
explain experiences such as the participatory budget in Porto Alegre. See Archon Fung & Erik Olin Wright. 
“Deepening democracy: innovations in empowered participatory governance”, Politics & Society, v. 29, no  1, 
March 2001. 
 



the rupture with clientelism, and the formation of a group of active subjects in regional 
and thematic public spaces. But there are divergent assessments concerning many  aspects  
of  the  PB; for instance, about its nature either as a governmental policy (regulated by 
law) or as a “non- governmental public tier”,  and about how the  territory is modified.  
There are also those, such as  the World  Bank, that  see  the  PB  as  a  mechanism  of   
improvement  and modernisation  of  local  public  administration and  fiscal  control over 
the State.  Whereas some investigate the process and its subjects, others  are  more  
concerned about  the formula,  about the  "institutional  engineering”  developed by  the 
partnership between  the Popular Front, the PB Council and its forums. Also, there was 
an experience of state-wide PB, between 1999 and 2002, in Rio Grande do Sul. At the 
moments when the experience is translated, attracting governments from all political 
hues, different conceptions about the meaning of popular participation and the role of the 
government are revealed, for the result of a process is frequently sought by only looking 
at the formula; one seeks success, but not compromise; hegemony, but not conflict. One 
wants the support of society, but rejects its social movements. 
 
The experience of Porto Alegre shows that, without a new "political syntax" for the 
relationship between State and society, there is no possible technical solution for the 
problems of lack of legitimacy and transparency in the action of public authorities. 
 
4.1 What is the participatory budget (PB)? 
 

According to Professor Boaventura de Sousa Santos, the PB involves “a structure and a 
process  of  community-based participation  based on  three principles  and  on  a  set  of 
institutions   that   serve  as   mechanisms   or   channels   to  ensure  participation   in   the 
municipality’s decision-making process.”13  The three principles would be: (a) 
participation open to all citizens, with no special status assigned to community-based 
organizations; (b) combination of direct and representative democracy, whose 
institutional dynamics assigns the  definition  of  internal  rules  to  the  participants  
themselves; and, (c) allocation  of resources for investment in agreement with a 
combination of general and technical criteria (in other  words,  matching  the decisions  
and the rules established by  the participants, taking into account the technical and legal 
requirements set by the government, as well as financial limitations). Besides, we could 
still add: (d) for the first time in the history of Brazil, there is a innovative bottom-up 
experience of democratic administration, with no need for a previous  law  establishing  the 
position and  the limits of participation of citizens in their relationship with the State; and, 
(e) the configuration of a popular public space, based on direct participation, the 
embryo of a fourth branch of power–combining the power of the citizen and of the 
community (participatory democracy and community-based representative democracy, as 
mentioned at the beginning of this document). Meetings of the PB forums, taking place 
every month at least, are already part of the daily life in the neighbourhoods of Porto 
Alegre. In these meetings, it is possible to propose and manage solutions for local 
problems. 
 
As far as we are  concerned,  however,  all  these  dimensions do not  yet  configure  a  real 
concept. The structures can only be seen through practice, and our interpretations are still 
too biased by the experience in Porto Alegre. In this case, we have nothing but a 
notion that has certainly been updated and redimensioned for each  of  the other  current 
experiences. 
 
The PB is a process of multiple dimensions. Actually, there is no finished and 
definitive framework for the PB. Porto Alegre is a reference, but not a model to be copied.  
The framework that we have today in Porto Alegre is quite different from what we used 
                                                 
13 Boaventura de Souza Santos, Politics & Society, vol. 26, n. 4, dec-98, p. 468. 



to have in the beginning of the Nineties, in several terms: criteria, themes, annual cycle, 
operation of  the  COP,  election  of  representatives,  coordination,  accountability,  
relationship  with sectorial  councils  etc.  As  a process,  it  is  a  work  that  is  permanently  
in  construction,  a product  of  social dialectic that  has the  conflict  as one  of  its 
constituent  elements.  Such conflict  permeates  the  whole atmosphere  in  which  it  
operates  (community-based and corporate  associations;  popular  councils;  spaces  for  
co-management;  other  existing councils  in  the  city;  government;  government  
bureaucracy,  especially  with  regards  to planning;  political  parties  that  make up  the  
Popular  Front;  opposition parties;  means  of communication etc).  It  involves  history,  
political will,  a  specific space,  and  a  cycle of participation,  and  it  implies  social  
justice,  citizenship and  the  embryo  of  a new  political culture. Ever since much before 
the government of the Popular Front in Porto Alegre, the control of the public budget 
by an organised population  was talked about  in  community- based movements. It used 
to be said that dozens of sectorial councils were of no use if it was not possible to decide 
on the main issues: budget and planning. 
 
When  we  talk  about  public  space  in  the  characterisation  of  the  PB,  we  mean  a 
public space  that  is  essentially  popular  and  community-based  (centred  in  the  
inversion  of priorities,  aiming  at  the production  of  social  justice,  unified  around  
common  interests socially built in popular neighbourhoods).   In a  way that  is 
contradictory and full of  risks and  controversies,  there  emerges  in  these  means  a new  
form  of  exerting power,  the affirmative   of   an  ethical-political   principle   whose  axis   
is   made   up   of   active   civic- mindedness and democratic radicalism. It is not a space 
for academic debates in search of the truth, as in the model idealised by Habermas14, but 
a set of venues for discussion and deliberation  involving absolutely unequal actors,  
mostly the government  and the popular classes, that are not neutral and deeply linked  
to  the daily-life dramas in the  city’s poor neighbourhoods.  This  does  not  mean  that  
businessmen and  the  medium  classes  are excluded a priori, for they also benefit from 
the annual investments in the order of USD 40 million, even if they are directed to the 
improvement of infrastructure in the city’s outskirts. General contractors gain, the end of 
bribery results in economy, the formal city is enlarged, and social tension decreases in 
theory. It is at the moment when it goes from the budget to the planning of the city, as it 
has been happening more recently, that this popular space is enlarged, through the 
coordination  with  sectorial  councils,  involving  business  people, universities, and 
corporations, as it is currently occurring in the new participatory council of the city’s 
master plan. In this case, business people are the “new participants” in regional planning 
forums, and the organised population of the neighbourhoods receive them after having 
built for years the  regional  and  thematic  forums  of  discussion and  inspection of 
investments decided upon in the participatory  budget.  Thus, the interests of large 
corporations (a big shopping centre, a big supermarket, a luxury housing development, a 
perimeter road, to name a  few)  are  always  counterbalanced by the principle of social 
justice, for, in the PB, social issues are at the core of the constitution of public interest– 
compensations decided with the communities are  compulsory.  It is clear that, in a world 
ruled by money, where everything is allowed in order to attract  investments, up to  what 
extent it is possible to impose limits for large corporations is an issue that challenges the 
future of the experience, especially when the discussion goes from basic infrastructure to 
sustainable economic development. 

                                                 
14 See the critique made by Yves Sintomer, La democratie impossible? Politique et modernité chez Weber et 
Habermas, Paris, La Découverte, 1999. For a radicalised utilisation of the concept of public sphere, see also 
Leonardo Avritzer, “Democracia deliberativa”, Metapolítica, v.5, no. 18. 



 
The PB is not the appendix of a supposedly efficient technocracy, let alone some 
instrumental magic for electoral success. It is not about getting a popular or populist 
stamp on a list of options that have been decided upon ‘top down’. On the contrary, the 
PB is, on one side, the unfolding of popular fights that have been fought for over 30 
years and that now  have  found  a  public  space  for  their  political  processing; on the  
other  side,  an instrument of social justice, in three dimensions: fiscal, distributional, and 
political. From a fiscal point of view, it means not only to recover the financial and 
strategic-administrative capacity of the public sector, but also to make those who earn  
more pay more. The evolution of revenues in Porto Alegre clearly shows that the 
partnership established in the co-management of the municipal budget has given political 
credibility to the government to improve the municipality’s tax collection (Tax on Urban 
Territorial Property - IPTU, Tax on Real  Estate  Transfers  -  ITBI,  Tax  on  Services  
of  Any  Nature  -  ISSQN  and  other  less significant municipal taxes and fees). With 
the deployment of the PB, one sees a drop in the percentage of non-compliant tax payers, 
which, in 1989, were around 20%. Now, they represent less than 15%. 
 

REVENUES 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

IPTU 42,9 39,5 36,0 87,9 100,2 77,1 82,3 112,0 124,3 126,1 129,6 123,1 123,7 124,2 128,8 

ITBI - 19,3 27,7 31,2 30,0 26,1 37,3 48,4 56,8 68,3 71,4 65,3 58,6 56,0 64,5 

ISSQN 94,7 98,0 139,2 131,6 115,7 105,3 135,3 186,5 202,7 220,7 233,8 221,4 213,1 213,9 207,6 

OTHERS 0,8 7,5 20,9 15,9 14,2 12,2 12,1 7,9 2,3 2,7 2,2 1,7 2,1 2,0 1,3 

TRANSFERS* 167,2 231,9 289,9 311,1 297,6 284,8 336,9 427,8 592,6 938,1 1046,1 929,3 957,4 1016,2 922,9 

TOTAL 

REVENUES** 

      

433,7  

        

444,7  

      

617,6  

      

669,2  

      

728,4  

      

714,0  

      

831,3  

        

947,3  

   

1.123,2  

   

1.494,7  

     

1.614,7  

   

1.567,9  

   

1.537,8  

   

1.619,7  

   

1.501,1  

Source: SMF-PMPA (values corrected for the IGP-DI up to December-2002) 
(*) Constitutional transfers related to municipal participation in taxes collected by the state and the federal government, as 
well as in funds from the Single Health System (SUS), increased after the Municipal Government of Porto Alegre took on 
the partial municipalisation of the system in 1997.  
(**) It includes the previous items, other municipal taxes, patrimonial revenues, and credit transactions.                                                                                                                                                                                       

 
Secondly, it is about effectively establishing a positive discrimination, thus giving more 
to those who have less. In the PB, rules are constantly being discussed, taking into 
account the different degrees of poorness and the population of the several communities. 
Considering the four main priorities over the latest 12 years of PB – housing, paving, 
sanitation, and education (see table below), the results made Porto Alegre into the city 
with the best standards of living among Brazilian capitals: 
 
TOP THREE PRIORITIES OF PORTO ALEGRE’S PARTICIPATOR Y BUDGET SINCE 1992 

THEMES 2004 2003 2002 2001 2000 1999 1998 1997 1996 1995 1994 1993 1992 

Housing 1 1 1 2 1 3 2 1 3 2 1 3  

Pavement  3 3 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 3 

Sanitation 3   3  1 3 3 2 3 3 1 1 

Education  2 2          2 

Health Care     3         

Social Work 2             

Source: PMPA/Cidade 

a. Concerning  housing,  in  spite  of  the  federal  government’s  concentration  of 



resources  and  strategic  financial  decisions,  it  was  possible  to  increase  the 
number of locally built units, from an average of 493 a year (1973-1988) to an 
average of  1,000 units  a  year (1989-2003).  This  increase has  allowed  Porto 
Alegre to halt the housing deficit growth for the first time. Combined  with this 
effort, the creation of legal instruments and of programmes for land ownership 
regulation,  as  well  as  the urbanisation  of  informal  and  clandestine housing 
estates, has been enhancing the look of popular neighbourhoods in the city. 

 
b. In terms of paving, it has been possible to reduce the existing deficit from 690 

km  in  1988  to 390  km  in 2003, thus  greatly  improving  the access  to public 
transport and to public facilities in the poorest areas of Porto Alegre. Further, it 
should be pointed out that the programme for paving and maintenance includes 
not only covering roadways, but also the provision of the whole infrastructure of 
sewerage and sanitation. 

 
c. With regards to water supply and basic sanitation, the percentage of dwellings 

with drinking water supply has been increased from 94.7%, in 1989, to 99.5%, 
in 2002. The percentage of dwellings served by a sewerage system has been 
increased  from  46%,  in 1989,  to 84%,  in 2002.  The percentage of treated 
sewerage, on its turn, has been increased from 2%, in 1989, to 27.5%, in 2002. 
Also, there  is  a  socio-environmental  project  in  execution  that  will  allow  this 
percentage to be increased to up to 77.5% when finished. 

 
d. As  to  education,  it  has  been possible  to  increase  the  number  of  municipal 

schools from 29, in 1988, to 92, in 2003, which has allowed for an increase in 
the number  of  students  enrolled at  these  schools  from  17,862,  in 1989,  to 
55,741, in  2002.  The  range  of  educational  services  provided has  also been 
increased by including adult literacy classes (the Mova Project, with 170 groups 
in 2002, has reduced illiteracy rate in the city from 5.6%, in 1988, to 3.3%, in 
2003) and the Education of Youngsters and Adults (EJA), a project integrated 
into the primary education  system (with 8,301  students enrolled  in 2002,  and 
more  than  4,300 people  that  have already finished  the  course).  Furthermore, the  
PB  has also brought  about  the  Convênio  Creches  Programme,  aimed at 
community-based day  care  centres, now reaching 126  institutions (assisting 
approximately 10,000 children), which receive monthly funds that are proportional 
to the number of children assisted, as well financial assistance for meals, and 
pedagogical supervision and guidance on the part of municipality’s Education 
Department. More recently, the possibility of the construction of community-
based day care centres by the municipality has been included. 

 
e. As to education, it has been possible to increase the number of municipal schools 

from 29, in 1988, to 92, in 2003, which has allowed for an increase in the 
number  of  students  enrolled at  these  schools  from 17,862,  in 1989, to 55,741, 
in  2002. The range of educational services  provided has  also been increased by 
including adult literacy classes (the Mova Project, with 170 groups in 2002, has 
reduced illiteracy rate in the city from 5.6%, in 1988, to 3.3%, in 2003) and the 
Education of Youngsters and Adults (EJA), a project integrated into the primary 
education  system (with 8,301  students enrolled  in 2002,  and more  than  4,300 
people  that  have already finished  the  course).  Furthermore, the  PB  has also 
brought  about  the  Convênio  Creches  Programme,  aimed at community-based 
day  care  centres,  now  reaching  126  institutions  (assisting approximately 



10,000 children), which receive monthly funds that are proportional to the number 
of children assisted, as well financial assistance for meals, and pedagogical 
supervision and guidance on the part of municipality’s Education  Department.  
More recently, the possibility  of  the  construction  of community-based day 
care centres by the municipality has been included. Federal government have seen 
almost no value readjustment,  a  situation  that has been obliging the municipal 
government to spend more and more to ensure that  minimum  levels of  quality 
are achieved  in  the  service. Nowadays, along with  federal  transfers,  18%  of  the 
expenses  of  the  centralised administration (autarchies excluded) are  invested in 
health  care,  against  an  annual  average below 10%  during  the  Eighties.  In the  
PB,  the main demands  in  the area  of health are the deployment of health centres 
in the regions, the extension of the services provided in these centres and the 
implementation of the Family Health Programme  (PSF). The programme  was  
created  in  1994  by  the  federal government,  and   it   has   been   implemented   
in   Porto   Alegre   since  1996, comprising 29 teams at the moment. The program 
includes preventive medicine and health care to the families living in the area 
where it operates, by means of an agreement with community-based 
organisations that are in charge of hiring healthcare professionals.  The teams in 
each unit  are  made up  of,  at  least,  a physician  (family doctor), a nurse, two 
nursing assistants and four  healthcare agents.  It is estimated  that  25,000  
families  are  currently  benefiting  from  the programme. 

 
f. It was not  until  1997  that  social work  was  included among  the prioritisable 

themes by the PB regions, although the thematic of health and social work had 
existed since 1994, when the municipality started to coordinate in the policy of 
social  work  a  whole  set  of  initiatives  that  had been dispersed.  Among  the 
several  activities  currently  in  development,  benefiting  physically  challenged 
people, children and adolescents in situation of risk, street dwellers, victims of 
violence,  abandoned elderly  people,  low income  families,  among  others,  the 
following programmes stand out in the PB: the NASF (Centre of Socio-Family 
Support)  and  the  SASE  (Service  of  Socio-Educational  Support),  maintained 
through agreements with community-based organisations. The former reaches 
families living in Porto Alegre,  with  a per capita income not  surpassing half  a 
minimum salary, and with children or adolescents in situation of  personal risk 
(violence within the family, begging, drug abuse within the family, sexual abuse 
or  child  labour).  The  families,  besides  committing  to  keeping  the  children  in 
school,  take part  on group dynamics,  receive  aid  from  social  workers  and 
psychologists as well as financial support and benefits such as a monthly dole of   
BRL  150.00   for   six   months   to  one   year.   Nowadays, the   municipal 
government maintains 28 NASFs, totalling 1.140 families. 160 of these families 
are maintained  with  resources  that  come  from  private-  and  public-sector 
companies.  The program benefits about 4,500 children and adolescents.  The 
SASE reaches children and adolescents, from 7 to 18 years old, at the time of 
the day when they are not in school. Nowadays, 4,435 children are assisted by 
the program. 

 
Thirdly, and as a requirement for the two points mentioned above, it is about inverting 
the flow in the relationship  between  State and  society,  opening  spaces for  those  who 
have never had any, and giving more political power to those who have less economic 
power. Of course, this power sharing process is not a fruit of willingness only. Learning a 
new way of exerting power and of producing participatorily strengthened governance is 
not easy. On one side, bureaucratic tendencies in ruling parties are almost irresistible; on 
the other side, the asymmetry  between  government  and  society  and even among  



social  movements involves permanent risks, e.g. the populist temptation to deny the 
importance of planning and technical knowledge; the favouring of professional citizens 
(who speak the language of  the  government  and  take over  the base  participation,  
perpetuating  themselves  as representatives);  the  dialogue  with only  those  who are 
already  organised, ignoring  the ones who  cannot  even structure themselves as a group;  
the cooptation of  leaders,  with elections that are merely simulated, for the decisions have 
already been made behind the curtains;  and  the onset  of  a destructive  competitiveness  
among  popular  organisations seeking  the  same  resources,  with no  ability to develop 
democratic rules for  processing differences  and  politicising  solutions. This is  why  the  
best  PB  experiences come  from political need, and not from vanity.  
 
In Porto Alegre, the Popular Front parties dramatically needed the PB to face an 
extremely difficult conjuncture over the past decade. It would be impossible to retain 
power and be able to govern without a broad popular base, considering that the Front 
was facing a local legislative  chamber  with  an opposition  majority,  a  budget that  was  
initially  bound  to  the payroll  of  civil  servants  almost  in  its  entirety,  local  media 
dominated  by  a  single  large corporation,   urban  businesses   (general   contractors,  
transport   operators,   merchants, service-sector entrepreneurs) largely dominated by a 
patrimonialist and predatory logic in relation to quality of life and to the environment, 
and a public bureaucracy that was largely submissive and lacking professional 
qualification, and sometimes prejudiced against social movements. But, had this base not 
been the right one, it would have left the government in the hands of traditional 
populism. Thus, direct participation was fundamental as a means to ensure that all 
citizens, especially the poorest ones, would have the right to personally influence the 
future of their city and their state. The hierarchy of “professional citizens” who thought 
they had a permanent seat in the relations with the government as representatives of 
organisations that were often non-existent was broken. It is not the government the one 
who says with whom it agrees to talk and  with  whom it does not.  It  is society that,  in 
a direct way, through its citizens and effectively representative organisations–really 
capable of mobilising–decides on who’s in, and who’s out. 
 
The end of the hierarchies of a citizenry that has been regulated by the State since 1930, 
with its unions, federations and confederations   of   workers   depending   on   official 
acknowledgement in order to exist, is not the only reason why the PB is a popular 
public space. As one can see in the tables below, the great majority of PB participants 
come from popular classes, are unqualified workers, most of them women,  with primary  
education only,  and  family  income below  960 reais  (aprox. 320 american dollars). In 
addition, minority ethnic groups are overrepresented in a city where the  great  majority 
descends from  European immigrants. Even though the figures for the COP are somehow 
different from this pattern, above all in terms  of  income,  education and gender, for  
secular  relationships  are not changed by the mere spell of a new institutional scheme 
(rather the opposite occurs), it is important to be aware of background trends, such as 
women’s growing participation, the constant  increase  in  the  number  of  participants  
and  the  “ground  wire”  that  keeps representatives near their regional and thematic 
bases:  the fact  that  representatives are directly  controlled  by  the ones  they  represent,  
which  allows  councillors  to have  their mandate  revoked by the forum  of  delegates at  
a  meeting especially  summoned  for  this purpose. 
 
The growth of the PB clearly shows its emergence from an embryo experience toward 
the framework of the of city’s political culture, especially when we consider that the 
number of organisations involved has virtually quadruplicated since 1989, currently  



reaching about 3,000 (according to PMPA-CRC).  In  other  words,  the  process  not  
only convenes  all community organisations, but  it also  encourages the  multiplication 
of  new organisations. Taking into account that  61.1%  of  the participants  in plenary  
meetings (according to research conducted by Cidade –  Centre of  Assistance  and 
Urban Studies) are linked to organisations and that each of these organizations also 
conducts intermediate meetings, it is possible to estimate that 15% of the population of 
Porto Alegre is involved in the PB at some level. 
 

Annual participation in the plenary meeting with the highest number of participants 

YEAR 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 

Partici-
pants 

628 3.086 6.168 6.975 8.011 8.495 7.653 11.075 11.790 14.776 14.408 16.612 17.457 14.985 

Source: CRC-PMPA 
 

Sex of PB participants – 2002 (%) 
Sex IBGE 

2000 
Plenary 
Meeting 
1993 

Plenary 
Meeting 
1995 

Plenary 
Meeting 
1998 

Plenary 
Meeting 
2000 

Plenary 
Meeting 
2002 

Dir. 
AMs 
2002 

PB 
Delegates 

2002 

PB 
Counsillors* 

2002 

Female 53,3 46,7 46,8 51,4 57,3 56,4 55,7 60,6 32,6 
Male 46,7 47,6 52,2 48,4 41,5 43,3 44,3 39,4 67,4 
NR - 5,7 1,0 0,2 1,3 0,4 - - - 

Source: CIDADE, Research OP2002. 
(*)  Data  from  complementary  research  conducted directly  at  the  Participatory Budget Council (2002–2003) 
 

Ethnic group of PB participants – 2002 (%) 
Ethnic 
Group 

Plenary 
Meeting 

Directors 
of AMs 

PB 
Delegates 

PB  
Counsillors 

Black 28,1 26,0 24,0 23,0 

White 60,4 62,6 61,4 55,7 

Indian 3,6 3,1 4,1 6,6 

Other 0,6 0,8 0,4 - 

NR 0,1 - - - 

Source: CIDADE, PB Research 2002. 
 

Education of PB participants – 2002 (%) 
Level Plenary 

Meeting 
Directors 
of AMs 

PB  
Delegates 

PB  
Counsillors 

Primary or less 64,1 56,5 49,5 39,4 
High School (complete or not) 23,8 28,3 30,1 31,1 
University course (complete or not) 12,0 15,3 20,3 29,5 
NR 0,1 - - - 

Source: CIDADE, PB Research 2002. 
 

Age of PB participants – 2002 (%) 
Age group 
(years) 

Plenary  
Meeting 

Directors 
of AMs 

PB  
Delegates 

PB  
Counsillors 

16 – 25 19,5 8,4 6,5 3,3 
26 – 33 17,4 17,6 12,6 14,8 
34 – 41 19,9 21,4 19,5 24,6 
42 – 49 18,6 19,8 24,4 24,6 
50 – 80 24,5 32,8 37,0 32,8 

Source: CIDADE, PB Research - 2002. 
 

Family income of PB participants – 2002 (%) 
Number of  
minimum salaries 

Plenary  
Meeting 

Directors 
of AMs 

PB  
Delegates 

PB  
Counsillors 

0 – 2 39,4 25,9 23,7 21,7 
2 – 4 29,9 37,4 31,8 28,3 
4 – 8 18,4 19,1 25,3 21,7 
8 – 12 5,1 8,4 9,0 13,3 
12 - ∞ 6,8 8,4 10,2 15,0 
NR 0,4 0,8 - - 

Source: CIDADE, PB Research - 2002. 

 



Participants in PB plenary meetings per type of organisation in the respective years (%) 
ANOS Plenary 

Meeting 
1993 

Plenary 
Meeting 
1995 

Plenary 
Meeting 
1998 

Plenary 
Meeting 
2000 

Plenary 
Meeting 
2002 

PB  
Delegates 

2002 

PB  
Counsillors  

2002 

Neighbourhood Associations (AMs) 71,3 50,5 40,9 37,2 48,3 68,3 73,8 
Popular Councils or Village Unions n.d. 8,7 4,0 3,7 3,7 11,0 18,0 
Religious or Cultural groups n.d. 10,6 9,1 14,8 8,9 15,4 16,4 
Political Parties n.d. 4,5 6,0 7,7 4,2 13,0 19,7 
Trade Unions n.d. 4,2 4,9 4,2 3,2 6,5 6,6 

Organisations in general  
(includes the ones mentioned above) 

n.d. 75,9 66,9 60,9 61,1 86,6 86,9 

First  time  participating in the PB n.d 48,5 38,5 49,5 47,5 - - 

Source: Research PMPA – 1993, FASE/CIDADE/PMPA – 1995, CIDADE/PMPA  – 1998, CIDADE/PMPA – 2000 and CIDADE 
2002. 
The  research  in  1995  was conducted  during  the  second  round  of  the  PB;  the others, during the first one. 

 
Glossary: 

Plenary  meetings:  participants  interviewed  during  the  first  round of the PB in 2002. 

Dir. AMs : participants interviewed during the first round of the PB in 2002 who are directors of neighbourhood associations. 
PB Delegates:  participants  interviewed during  the  first  round of the PB in 2002 who are or have been PB delegates at some time. 

PB Councillors: participants interviewed during  the first  round  of  the PB in 2002 who are or have been PB councillors at some 

time. 

NR: people who have not responded. 

 
4.2 The PB has a cycle 
 
The PB is a process through which participants not only elect their investment priorities 
for the following term, but  also discuss  and deliberate about all services provided by the 
municipality and about all items that make up its revenues and expenses. This makes the 
PB into something much bigger than a simple consultation. Actually, the PB establishes 
a permanent cycle of participation that starts every year with a single round of regional 
and thematic plenary meetings, carried out between April in May in each of the 16 
regions and about each of the six themes. In these meetings, the government accounts  
for the investments made  in  the  previous year  and  in  the  current  one,  as  well  as for 
the city’s financial situation and for compliance with operation rules set by PB  
councillors. Then, participants decide on their thematic priorities (from a  range  of  14  
themes15), elect their councillors (two members and two substitutes per region and  
theme), decide on the number of delegates they are  entitled to and assess the accounts  
provided by the government. 
 
Between May and June, intermediate meetings are held in  which  communities gather 
to determine a schedule of works and services to be demanded in keeping with the 
thematic priorities defined during the round of plenary meetings. In June, there is the 
presentation of the hierarchy of works and services that have been demanded for each 
prioritised theme. In July, the new members of the Council take office for a one-year 
compulsory term, with the possibility of one re-election only. The demands   are   then 
processed by the government in keeping with criteria determined by the COP 16  (they 

                                                 
15 1 – Basic sanitation: draining and dredging; 2 – Basic sanitation: water supply and sewerage system; 3 – 
Housing; 4 – Paving; 5 – Education; 6 – Social work; 7 – Healthcare; 8 – Circulation and transport; 9 – 
Leisure areas; 10 – Sport and leisure; 11 – Public lighting; 12 – Economic development; 13 – Culture; 14 
– Environmental sanitation. 
16 The PB Council (COP) is made up of 48  councillors and  48  substitutes:  2  councillors  and 2  
substitutes elected in each of the 16 regions of the city; 2 councillors and 2 substitutes elected in each one 
of 6 thematic plenary meetings;  1 councillor  and  1 substitute appointed by the Union  of  Neighbourhood  
Associations  of Porto  Alegre;  1  councillor  and 1  substitute  indicated  by  the  Union  of  Municipal  
Civil  Servants  of  Porto Alegre;  2  councillors  and  2  substitutes  from  the  Municipal  Government  



currently involve  the degree of lack of infrastructure or services, population, and the 
degree of priority assigned to the theme), taking into account the funds expected to be 
available for the following year. 
 
From this point on, councillors discuss general figures in the budgetary proposal,  
which, once  approved,  is  sent  to  the  Municipal  Chamber  of  Representatives  no  later  
than  30 September of each  year.  The representatives, on  their  turn,  have  until 30  
November  to vote the budget. Meanwhile, PB councillors work on the definition of a Plan 
of Investments, starting from a base proposal formatted by the government.  The several  
government departments and agencies are scheduled to appear at the COP, where they 
discuss their figures and their proposals, including demands defined in regional and 
thematic meetings. In November, the Plan of Investments agreed upon is subject to 
approval in regional and thematic forums. During their one-year term, PB councillors 
carry out a permanent task of consultation and discussion  with  their  communities,  
informing  them  of  the  status  of  the discussions at the Council and forwarding to the  
Council proposals and  issues raised  in their regions and thematic groups. PB forum 
delegates continue meeting at least once a month, inspecting the execution of works 
and  services and escalating  specific questions that interest to the communities. 
Nowadays, 90% of all demands made by the communities in annual plans of  investment 
have been  carried out,  and the  remaining ones are being implemented. 
 
In December, the Council discusses again the rules of the PB for the following year, 
based on proposals made in its regional and thematic forums.  It has become  common  
for  this discussion not to end before January of the following year. February is vacation 
time, and the cycle restarts in March. 
 
The success of the PB is due to the fact that it has found the “eye of the needle”; in 
other words,  it has become a  sphere  that,  ruled  by the  logic of  popular  sovereignty,  
opposes both the market’s logic (ruled by criteria of private property, reducing the public 
sphere to a formal minimum only to retain its legitimacy) and the legal-bureaucratic logic 
intrinsic to the modern state (ruled by criteria of hierarchy and competence, characterised 
by technocratic authority  and  lack  of  transparency,  the  “secrets  of  state”).  The PB  
is  currently  the backbone of a whole participatory system in Porto Alegre, where there 
are more than 20 sectorial councils, periodic conferences are held to assess and 
determine guidelines for public policies at city level, and city congresses occur for the 
discussion of proposals for the  future of the  city  as  a  whole.  This does  not  imply  a  
relationship of subordination between the PB and sectorial councils, but the centralisation 
of a set of investment-related decisions at the COP, charging sectorial councils with the 
definition of policies and projects and  the  management  of  specific  resources,  when  
acceptable,  as  in  the  case  of  the FUNCRIANÇA, managed by the Municipal   Council  
for the  Rights of  Children  and Adolescents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                
(the  Gaplan  coordinator  and  his assistant; and the CRC coordinator and his assistant). Representatives 
of the executive branch have no right to vote. 
 



4.3 Current challenges 
 
Nowadays, the PB  in  Porto Alegre faces a  series  of  challenges for  its  continuity,  out  
of which we highlight the following ones: 
 
(1) Participatory coordination between budget and planning. 
 
Today, the same people to whom it has taken a decade to conquer access to a “basic 
city”, involving achievements such as water supply, sanitation, paving, transport and 
land ownership regulation, education, healthcare and public social assistance, claim their 
right to a “necessary city”, with the strategic mapping of what has been done, of the 
shortages that  remain and  of  the possibilities  of  advances  in  the  new  fronts  for  
tackling  social exclusion: income generation, employment, and security. As cities begin 
to take on more and more responsibilities for their own urban, social and economic 
development, it becomes fundamental to develop a broader coordination of interests, 
involving as much as possible all private sectors and attracting them to the idea of  social 
justice, sustainability and quality of life. From the perspective of popular movements, 
this means, on one side, the opening of a new field  of political dispute,  in  the  
conceptual and practical ground of solidarity socioeconomy; on the other side, the 
replacement of the collective construction of demands with the collective construction of 
projects, which implies strengthening their autonomy and capacity of strategic planning. 
 

Estimate of the number of employed people in Porto Alegre, by industry (1995-2000) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: PED-RMPA Convênio FEE/FGTAS-SINE-RS/SEADE/DIEESE, with support from the PMPA. 

 
From the point of view of the State, this context expresses a certain obsolescence of the 
current public sector and the urgent need for an administrative revolution. We are not 
just experiencing an economical crisis  that,  after  being  overcome,  will  allow  
everything  to return to “normal” (see picture above for an idea of what has occurred 
with employment in Porto  Alegre  in no  more  than  five  years).  The changes  that  
have been  taking place  in economic  relations  increasingly tend  to be  irreversible.  
Moreover, these  transformations may be carried out in a perspective that is opposite to 
the liberal-financial logic, but not in the sense of the classic post-war social democracy 
still dreamed about by parts of  some political tendencies. We all know the liberal  
response, and it is a merely reformist one, adapting the State to the new configurations of 
private power (privatisation, outsourcing, flexibilisation,  minimisation of the public  
sector  and  erosion  of  sovereignty).  Popular sectors have yet to build an answer. What 
is the project of these sectors for the State and for  public  bureaucracy? The PB has been  
so  far  part  of  an alternative  construction, opening the public sector to projects built by 
the citizenry, but this path has been opened with virtually no changes in the regular 



operation of the public sector. The way general contractors benefit  from the PB, as 
described previously, exemplifies an almost pacific coexistence between big economic  
interests  in  the  city  and  social  investment.  Today, however, keeping social issues at 
the core of governmental actions means to break away from the schizophrenia between 
social and economic issues that characterizes our daily life. Since decision-making about 
the public budget has been democratised, now it is time to radically democratise its 
execution. For instance, it does not make any more sense for the government not to 
employ criteria of solidarity economy in public bidding processes. Besides, part  of  the 
public  works  could be perfectly  managed  and  implemented  by  the communities   
themselves,   generating   income  and   entrepreneurship   capacity   for   the benefited  
communities.  In the  same  way,  all  the expenses  with  maintenance  could be 
reviewed  within  the  same  presuppositions.  Concerning human resources, almost  
every definition of results currently takes place in a bureaucratic and non-transparent 
way, with few experiences of  direct  social control (school councils, health  
commissions), generally with no adequate tools for intervention, and often operating 
with only subjective or police- like indicators (control of working hours, bureaucratic 
formalities). 
 
Such change presupposes a  fundamental pedagogic  role permeating  the  actions of  the 
public sector, and a heavy political investment  in education and  training.  Nowadays, 
the hiring of  new  civil  servants  is  already  submitted  to  the  commission  made  up  
of  the Municipal Government, the COP and the Union of Municipal Civil Servants 
(SIMPA), but the conduction of competitive examinations and probations continue 
almost with no logical change and no direct social control. We do not believe a decree 
should put an end to work divisions, let alone some anarchical fundamentalism should be 
imposed, but we believe it should be acknowledged that public institutions also need to 
fulfil their social role and that the fiction of general interest previously fulfilled by the 
public bureaucracy has no place in the ambit of participatory democracy. 
 
(2) Politisation and publicisation of community-based management and social policies. 
 
The fact that the democratisation of the management of funds transferred to community- 
based organisations  is not  being discussed  (the  discussion is limited to indicative or  to 
technical-accounting aspects) entails the risk of simply enlarging the consensus about the 
communitisation of social policies, thus accepting a pattern made up of  decentralisation, 
privatization and focusing, and missing the most globalising dimension of political 
action. It becomes urgent to discuss public parameters not only for the formalisation of 
agreements, something that already exists, but for the control of their management. It 
would also be indispensable to think about the community-based management in the 
broadest sense of the construction of a  solidarity  economy.  As well  as  the public 
sector, the “community- based  sector”  needs  social  control, because  it  deals  with 
public  resources,  generates income and offers services of popular interest. Radically 
democratising community-based organizations, as well as establishing criteria of 
solidarity and social responsibility for NGOs and private-sector  foundations that work in 
partnership  with  these  organisations would  allow  the gradual integration of 
community-based representative democracy into participatory democracy,  widening  the 
agora by the integration of community-based institutions into the ambit of citizenry, and 
not the opposite. 
 
Another fundamental revolution here is the one of communication and publicisation, 
essential both to the transformation of the public sector and to the democratic 



radicalisation of community-based management. Not in the traditional sense of 
governmental propaganda, but for the enlargement of the spaces of production  and 
circulation of public opinion generated from the PB, surpassing the limits of  
participatory councils  and  forums  and  aiming  at  the  citizenry’s  involvement  with  
the  city. It is the possibility of  an  increase  in  the quality  of  content, form  and  
method, caused by the implementation of  communication networks coordinating  media  
vehicles and  institutional spaces with regional communication structures such as  
neighbourhood  newspapers, sound system cars, community-based radio stations, NGOs 
newspapers and, as much as possible, sectors of the mass media, as well as the use of 
Internet resources. 
 
The Government of Porto Alegre has been receiving several awards for the quality of its 
public policies, above all in  services  to  children and adolescents.  However,  up  to  the 
current day, one can only know what has been discussed at the several existing sectorial 
councils in the city and at the COP itself by the oral feedback given (or not) by 
councillors to their bases. Even inside the COP, there is yet no timely release of 
information on the ongoing budget implementation in order to build the budgetary 
proposal for the following year. It is possible to learn in detail the situation of each work 
in the Plan of Investments, but one does not operate in a strategic way with the 
respective figures. 
 
The challenge, however, is  to go  much beyond  these  classic  performance  indicators. 
Nowadays, the model of private-sector company prevails in the construction of 
indicators. In this model, result is synonymous  with  profit,  and quality  means  selling  
more  and reducing costs by assigning an Orwellian sense to some words. It is within this 
model that multilateral agencies such as the World  Bank  operate:  standardisation,  
quantification, measurement,  economicist  political  bias.  However, these conservative  
parameters  of assessment won't be overcome with defensive and entropic strategies 
only. The existing participatory critical mass in Porto Alegre would allow   an  advance   
in   the   social construction  of  indicators. As well as it was possible to build guidelines  
and goals in a collective way through the city congresses and the countless  thematic  
conferences, it would be perfectly possible to develop parameters of assessment in a 
participatory way, as long as there is a commitment to the production of relevant 
information. The beginning of this is already being somehow outlined in several areas. 
Examples are in the areas of education, in which school councils question the social 
function of the school, proposing actions in the area of educational work and solidarity 
economy; or urban planning, in which regional planning forums refuse to  keep 
analysing processes in  a bureaucratic way and demand information that will allow them 
to have the socioeconomic map of their regions. One needs to give consequence to   
these actions, to formalise and to empower participants for the executive follow-up of 
objectives by allowing the flow of data and assessments beyond small workgroups, 
moving from the inspection to the control of social quality, politicising communities  and  
developing communication  strategies in order to prevent the isolation of  leaders 
(professional citizens) and its distancing from those  who they represent. 
 
(3) Rearrangement of the National Federation Pact. 
 
In Porto Alegre, the participatory budget has resulted from a fundamental partnership 
between the Popular Administration and a popular and community-based citizenry, 
including workers in the areas of education and health, committed to the improvement of 
the standards of living of the populations with whom they work. This allowed extending 



the rope of liberal citizenry; which is defined in the relationship between State and 
society. In this sense, we have produced a social "force field” that has re-included the 
sense of “public thing” into the municipal government, superimposing  the  principle of 
popular sovereignty on the principle of technocratic rationality and on patrimonialist 
management. The finances were recovered, the richest started to pay more in municipal 
taxes, priorities were inverted, investments were channelled to the poorest areas in the 
city, and the public sector was open to the citizens’ direct participation.   
 
The partnership with the public sector has also promoted, as we have seen, the 
development of experiences in which the communities themselves are in charge of 
management, as it is the case in cooperative housing enterprises, centres of income 
generation and community-based day care centres. Besides, several legal mechanisms 
from municipal legislation have been introduced, allowing a broadening of the 
discussion about the future of regions and cities. 
 
However, Porto Alegre is not an island in the desert of neoliberal policies.  It is 
impossible not to suffer the consequences of national macro  policies.  However hard one  
has been seeking to counteract the logic of deconstitution of the public sector by 
implementing anti-cyclical  policies  by  taking  advantage  of  the  surplus  of  resources  
provided by  the  small decentralisation entailed by the Constitution promulgated in 1988 
and by the improvement of  locally  obtained  revenues,  municipalities  still  control  but  a  
small  part  of  the national public budget (15%  of  the  tax revenues available  in  Brazil,  
in  2000,  as  we have  seen). Some authors have mentioned the emergency of a Dual 
State, aimed at macro policies at federal level, and a social-compensatory state at local 
level. 
 
As well as it was possible to build public deliberative spaces in some important Brazilian 
cities, there is the possibility of building them at state and country level. Even though the 
different scales make it difficult for popular actors to have a more direct presence, cases 
such as the one recently experienced in the state of Rio Grande do Sul (governor Olivio 
Dutra – 1999/2002), where a proposal of state-wide PB was implemented (with more 
than 300,000 people participating in plenary  meetings), show that this is possible,  albeit 
not easy. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


