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RESARCH AND EVALUATION

Does Participatory Budgeting Improve the Legitimacy
of the Local Government?: A Comparative Case Study
of Two Cities in China

Yan Wu and Wen Wang
City University of Hong Kong

This research applies David Beetham’s theory of legitimacy to analyse the current decision-
making procedures of public budgeting in mainland China. Specifically, it evaluates the
impact of two forms of participatory budgeting (PB) on improving the legitimacy of public
budgeting in two regional provinces/cities; Wuxi (near Shanghai) and Wenling (a coastal city
some 400 km south of Shanghai). Comparative case studies are employed to compare and
evaluate the effectiveness of PB in the two cities. The comparisons are made from all three
aspects of legitimacy based on Beetham’s framework, investigating in which aspects and to
what extent PB has contributed to enhancing the legitimacy of budgetary decision-making.
Difficulties and limitations in promoting PB in China are also discussed.
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In recent decades, China’s unprecedented eco-
nomic growth created by modernisation and
marketisation has generally enhanced the in-
come and material living standards of the
Chinese people. However, China’s political and
administrative systems have not been trans-
formed alongside such economic development,
and hence the relationship between the state and
the civil society is often called into question.
The increasing number of conflicts between the
state and the society reveal a rising social dis-
satisfaction towards the government authority.
Thus, the question of how to improve the le-
gitimacy of the state becomes an urgent and
significant issue for the Chinese government.

There are several methods available for the
state to improve its legitimacy, including creat-
ing a new defining ideology, setting up an advi-
sory board to obtain the advice of citizens, and
improving its administrative performance. Of
the possible methods, direct democratic elec-
tions may be the most effective way of legit-
imating government and of providing for the
long-term legitimacy of the system. When the

state is not in a position or prepared to adopt
this method, better public policy becomes a cru-
cial means to enforce actual legitimacy (Scott
2007).

Budgetary decision-making plays a decisive
role in public policy-making. Budgeting in-
volves politics as it is concerned with the dis-
tribution of scarce resources and the making of
choices on alternative plans for government op-
erations (Wildavsky 1984). Government bud-
geting is related to public interests and social
welfare as well as the relationship between the
state and society. So, while few studies have
discussed state legitimacy from the perspective
of public budgeting, the processes of allocating
resources can play a significant role in consol-
idating state legitimacy.

China’s market-oriented economic reforms
have fundamentally changed the economic
structure and the relationship between the state
and citizens as taxpayers. Accordingly, one of
the major tasks in China’s fiscal reforms to-
day is the strengthening of public input into
government budgeting as a way of improving
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legitimacy (Ma 2005). In recent years, partici-
patory budgeting (PB), which has been success-
fully implemented to improve the accountabil-
ity of local governments around the world, has
been introduced in several Chinese local gov-
ernments to improve their financial account-
ability (Ma 2009) and the legitimacy of the
decision-making procedures of public budget-
ing in China. Based on comparative case stud-
ies of two different forms of PB, this article
attempts to evaluate the impact of PB on im-
proving the legitimacy of public budgeting in
two regional provinces/cities, namely Wenling
and Wuxi, in China.

The remainder of the article is organised into
four sections. The next section presents the the-
oretical framework of this analysis. The sec-
ond section discusses the legitimacy of China’s
decision-making processes of public budget-
ing. The third section analyses the impact of
the implementation of PB on improving state
legitimacy in two cities in China, and the final
section presents our conclusions.

Theoretical Framework: Building Political
Legitimacy

This article applies David Beetham’s frame-
work of political legitimacy to analyse the legit-
imacy of local governments in China. Beetham
posits that political authority can be consid-
ered as legitimate based on three conditions:
first, political authority is acquired and exer-
cised in accordance with established rules (le-
gality); second, the rules are justifiable accord-
ing to socially accepted beliefs concerning the
rightful source of authority as well as the proper
ends and standards of government (moral jus-
tification); and third, positions of authority are
confirmed by express consent or affirmation by
appropriate subordinates with recognition from
other legitimate authorities (consent) (Beetham
2004). All three elements are required to estab-
lish a legitimate power.

By the same token, Beetham (2004:110) ex-
plains that there are ‘different negative words to
express the different ways in which the power
may lack legitimacy’. Terms such as ‘illegiti-
macy’ can be used if there are a breaches of

the rules; ‘legitimacy deficit’ rises ‘if the rules
are only weakly supported by societal beliefs,
or are deeply contested’; and ‘de-legitimation’
is used to demonstrate the situation in which
consent or recognition is publicly withdrawn or
withheld (2004:111). Beetham provides ‘a set
of general criteria for legitimacy, the specific
content of which is historically variable, and
therefore must be determined for each type of
society’ (Beetham 1991:21). This concept of
legitimacy can be applied not only to examine
the social origins of state power, but also to
diagnose the health of the polity (Scott 1993).

Legitimacy of China’s Decision-making
Process of Public Budgeting

Budgetary decision-making will determine
which government programs can be funded and
what policies can be put into practice; this then
determines the distribution of public resources
and eventually reveals the political purpose of
a state polity. Thus, the practices of public bud-
geting are closely related to the legitimacy of a
state polity.

Current Governmental Budgetary
Procedures

The current governmental budgetary procedure
in China is called ‘Two Ups and Two Downs’
(TUTD) (see Figure 1). This budgeting pro-
cess starts with submissions from the line agen-
cies making requests to the finance department,
which is ‘the first up’. Correspondingly, ‘the
first down’ indicates the feedback sent from
the finance department back to the line agen-
cies with the budget base indicated for each
agency (the lump sum target). After revision,
line agencies re-submit their final budget pro-
posals to the finance department, ‘the second
up’. All budget requests are incorporated into a
budget bill by the finance department and then
sent to the standing committees of the govern-
ment and the Communist Party for approval.
Once the bill is approved by the party and the
government, the finance department sends it
to the People’s Congresses at the appropriate
level. After these congresses have approved the
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Figure 1: ‘Two Ups and Two Downs’ in Public Budgeting in China
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Notes:1 Line agencies submit their requests to the finance department
2 The finance department sends feedback to line agencies with the budget target
3 Line agencies re-submit their final budget proposals to the finance department after revision
4 5 The financial department sends the budget bill to the Standing Committee of Government
and the Standing Committee of Party for approval
6 7 The Standing Committee of the Government and the Standing Committee of the Party send
their feedbacks to the finance department
8 The finance department sends the budget bill to the Budget Working Committee of the Peo-
ple’s Congress for initial review
9 The Budget Working Committee of the People’s Congress sends feedbacks to the finance
department
10 The finance department might need to revise some items of the bill based on the Budget
Working Committee’s comments and sends the budget draft to the People’s Congress at the corre-
sponding level for approval
11 12 The People’s Congress approves the budget and sends it back to the finance department
and line agencies for execution

Source: Modified from Figure (49) in Niu (2010).

budget bill, the budget act becomes law and
resources are transferred to line agencies for
execution, which is ‘the second down’.

There are no significant differences in the
budget procedures at various levels of the gov-
ernment and at various levels of the People’s
Congress. Each level of the People’s Congress
examines and approves the budget at its corre-
sponding level, except for the National Peo-
ple’s Congress (NPC), which has the power
to abolish inappropriate resolutions made by
lower levels of the People’s Congress (Na-
tional People’s Congress of the People’s Repub-
lic of China 2004). This hierarchic budgetary
procedure is not open to public participation.
However, this does not mean that all budgetary
information is kept from the public, rather that

public opinions are not directly considered in
the decision-making processes of budget com-
pilation, examination, and approval. The Peo-
ple’s Congresses are supposed to execute the
power of supervision on behalf of the public;
yet under the existing political and administra-
tive mechanisms the power of the People’s Con-
gresses is not fully exercised (Liu and Xiong
2001), an issue which will be discussed in more
detail in the following sections.

The Legitimacy Crisis of China’s Budgetary
Decision-making

Legal Validity
Following the promulgation of the Budget Law
in 1994, the Standing Committee of the NPC
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issued The Decisions on Enhancing Review on
Central Government Budget in 1999 for the
purpose of strengthening the power of the Peo-
ple’s Congresses. This was reinforced when
many sub-national governments passed their
own legislation covering budget review and su-
pervision (China Development Research Foun-
dation 2008).

Although the Budget Law and the subsequent
Decisions document establish the functions and
powers of the People’s Congresses, the effec-
tiveness of their examination and supervision
of public budgeting is limited for several rea-
sons. First, the Chinese central government’s
financial year starts from 1 January, but the
NPC is often held in March, meaning that pub-
lic expenditure during the first two months of
the financial year is not examined or approved
by the NPC (Liu and Xiong 2001). Similarly,
the annual sessions of the People’s Congresses
at the sub-national level are often held after
the start of the financial year. According to
Article 44 of the Budget Law, before obtain-
ing the approval of the People’s Congress, the
government is allowed to allocate its expen-
ditures according to the budgetary expendi-
tures of the corresponding period of the pre-
vious year (National People’s Congress of the
People’s Republic of China 1994). Although
the formal legitimacy of this expenditure is
provided by the Budget Law, the procedure in-
dicates insufficient budgetary control by the
People’s Congress (Liu and Xiong 2001). In
addition, the final accounts of public revenue
at the end of a financial year often deviate sub-
stantially from the budgetary estimates, mainly
due to the exclusion of a large number of trans-
fers from the annual budget. Together these fac-
tors indicate a weak budgetary control of the
Congresses over the governments.

Second, the People’s Congresses do not have
the power to make amendments to the draft bud-
get; there are only two choices available in bud-
getary decision-making, either for Congresses
to approve or reject the budget bill. The power
of veto over selected items of the bill—signing
parts of the bill while rejecting others—is not
granted to the People’s Congresses.

Third, the absence of specific and practi-
cal instructions guiding the implementation of

budgetary power in current laws and regula-
tions also weakens the effectiveness of the ex-
amination and supervision of the People’s Con-
gresses.

And, fourth, the People’s Congresses have the
authority to impose supervision over the budget
and final accounts of the government at their
corresponding level, but they do not have avail-
able mechanisms such as independent commit-
tees to exercise this function effectively. The
fact in China that the justice system is not com-
pletely independent from the influence of the
administrative branch does not help to improve
the supervision function of the People’s Con-
gresses (Zhu and He 2009).

Moral Justification
Due to the lack of a comprehensive legal system
and effective examination and supervision by
the People’s Congresses over the government’s
budget, public budgeting has long suffered a
legitimacy deficit in China. This is reflected in
the low allocation of resources to social poli-
cies such as education and health. For exam-
ple, though China has increased its expendi-
ture on education, it still remains well below
international benchmarks. In the early 1980s,
public spending on education, on average in-
ternationally, was 4.24 per cent of GDP when
the level of GDP per capita reached US$1,000
(Wang 2011). Spending should have increased
as GDP increased, however, by 2008 when per
capita GDP in China reached US$3,266, pub-
lic spending on education remained at just 3.48
per cent of GDP (Hou 2010). Similarly, China’s
public expenditure on health as a percentage of
GDP was 4.3 per cent in 2008, ranking China
148th amongst 190 countries according to the
World Health Organisation (2011). The com-
paratively low level of government expenditure
on public services indicates that public finan-
cial resources have not been allocated suffi-
ciently to effectively address the social needs
of citizens in China in accordance with their
preferences.

Consent
In Beetham’s view, consent is expressed ac-
cording to the conventions of the society and
the political system. From the perspective of
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public budgeting, several factors might influ-
ence the degree of popular consent to alloca-
tive decisions, including the question of who
has the right to decide on budget distribution
and how they exercise that power.

In China, the People’s Congresses at the
sub-national level, whose members are either
elected by their constituencies directly or by
People’s Congresses at a lower level, have the
right to make decisions on the allocation of
fiscal resources. Given that the People’s Con-
gresses do not have the right to amend the
draft budget, their decision-making power over
fiscal resources is constrained by the govern-
ment, whose members are not elected by cit-
izens. Therefore, the question of whether the
budget broadly reflects the opinions of citizens
depends on how well the People’s Congresses
execute their supervision through the budget
review and approval process. The effective-
ness of the People’s Congresses greatly relies
on the self-discipline and professional capacity
of their deputies. According to the Constitu-
tion of the People’s Republic of China (2004
Amendment) and the Law of the People’s Re-
public of China on Deputies to the National
People’s Congress and to the Local People’s
Congresses at Various Levels (2010 Amend-
ment), the rights and obligations of the deputies
are ambiguous, especially their obligations be-
tween legislative sessions. Attending meetings
and assessing public opinion are two of the es-
sential responsibilities of deputies, however, in
practice there are high levels of absenteeism of
deputies from congressional meetings. Absen-
teeism has become such a frequent problem that
some cities like Guangzhou have issued regula-
tions to impose penalties for absenteeism from
the People’s Congress (The Standing Commit-
tee of Guangzhou People’s Congress 2010).

Furthermore, understanding the draft budget
requires certain knowledge and professional
training, creating difficulties for a group of citi-
zens without any specific training in budgeting
to review the draft over a few days during the
legislative session. Even if deputies are capable
of identifying problems in the budget, they are
not empowered to revise individual line items.
Hence, due to these constraints, congressional
deputies are not able to effectively express their

opinions concerning draft budgets. The inabil-
ity of deputies, as the legal representatives of
the public, to oversee budgetary issues may
increase public dissatisfaction toward public
policies, thereby affecting the public trust in
government.

Participatory Budgeting as a Tool to
Improve State Legitimacy

Participatory budgeting (PB) is a creative
decision-making process that involves citizens
in making decisions on how to deploy public
resources. It is regarded as an important tool
for an inclusive and responsible government to
formulate and implement its policies. Citizen
involvement in decision-making and participa-
tion in related forums and meetings provides
opportunities for these citizens to play a role in
allocating resources, prioritising social policy
programs and supervising the use of public re-
sources. Citizens and social organisations can
discuss the priority of different projects and
vote on the expenditure plan, allowing local
citizens a voice over and the ability to super-
vise the proposed budgetary expenditure of the
government (Ahah 2007; Wampler 2000; Par-
ticipatory Budgeting Unit 2009; Chen 2007).

PB was first introduced in Porto Alleger,
Brazil in 1989, as an innovative, grass-roots,
and democratic budgetary decision-making
process. As of 2004, 194 of the approximately
5,560 Brazilian municipalities allocated part of
their budgets on the basis of PB (Medeiros
2007). PB has since been adopted in many
countries and regions, including Europe, North
America, South America, and Asia. Since it
was introduced into China in 2005 by the China
Development Research Foundation (CDRF),
PB has begun to play a part in China’s budgetary
reform. The first group of cities that adopted
PB include Wenling in Zhejiang province,
Wuxi in Jiangsu province, Haerbin in Hei-
longjiang province, and Shanghai. PB was first
introduced on a trial basis in a few districts,
towns, or counties in these cities, for example,
Xinhe town and Zeguo town in Wenling were
selected. By 2010 many more cities had joined
in this reform, including Jiaozuo in Henan
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province, Ninghai in Zhejiang province, and
Yunlong County in Yunnan province. More-
over, PB was fully implemented in all coun-
ties in Wenling and all districts in Wuxi
(Meng 2010).

Of the pilot cities, only Wuxi has continu-
ously practiced PB since 2005, with Wenling
halting its PB for one year in 2007 due to a
leadership turnover (Yang 2007). In a remark-
able achievement to date, PB reforms in the
two cities have captured both public and me-
dia attention. But success in these cities was
accomplished through different approaches. In
Wenling, PB was introduced as a reform to
promote the role of the legislative branch in
budgetary decision-making and encourage cit-
izen participation in congress deliberations.
In Wuxi, PB was primarily focused on em-
powering citizens, rather than the People’s
Congress, to make budgetary decisions on
capital projects. This article compares these
two types of PB by examining their decision-
making processes, implementation and evalua-
tion procedures, and their impact on the legiti-
macy of public budgeting in the two cities.

Participatory Budgeting in Wenling

Wenling is a county-level city in Zhejiang
province, which was transformed from a county
to a city in 1994. It has five districts, 11 towns
and a population of 1.157 million in 2006
(Zhejiang Provincial Bureau of Statistics
2008). Although Wenling did not introduce PB
until 2005, it has practiced forms of ‘demo-
cratic deliberation’ (minzhu kengtan) at the
grass-roots level since 1999 (Ma 2009). The
introduction of PB took place in 2005, in the
towns of Xinhe and Zeguo, both of which fell
under the jurisdiction of Wenling. Both towns
were well prepared for the trial of PB with sup-
portive political leadership, sound fiscal condi-
tions and an atmosphere of public participation.
Xinhe and Zeguo conducted PB with different
approaches; they used different methods to se-
lect residents to participate in budgetary delib-
eration and focused on different budget issues
(He and Thogersen 2010). And, after trialling
PB with these towns, Wenling extended the PB
experiment to three government departments at

the municipal level. So PB was initiated in the
Transportation Authority in 2008, and the Wa-
ter Authority joined the reform in 2009. At the
end of 2010, the Construction and Planning Bu-
reau also joined the reform. These extensions
were an attempt to interest higher levels of gov-
ernment in the value of participatory processes
(Meng 2010).

Xinhe’s Approach to PB
The most significant feature of PB in Xinhe
was the attempt to ‘combine democratic delib-
eration with the budget supervision from the
people’s congresses’ (Niu 2007: 15). Demo-
cratic deliberation is a form of public partici-
pation where citizens are invited to share and
discuss their opinions with decision-makers, af-
fording decision-makers a better understanding
of public preferences on budget issues. Gener-
ally, local People’s Congresses (LPCs) examine
draft budgets for two rounds of consultation.
The first round is held one month before the
annual session of the LPC, in which the Bud-
get Work Committee of the LPC is responsible
for reviewing the government budget. The Fi-
nance and Economy Subcommittee (FES) is
established under the Budget Work Committee
to exercise the budget supervision power of the
LPC between its annual sessions. The partic-
ipants in the democratic deliberation include
citizens from all walks of life, while members
of the FES are appointed by the presidium of
the LPC based on their expertise in relevant
fields (Chen and Chen 2007). Democratic de-
liberation over the draft budget is open to all
interested citizens. This process aims to col-
lect public opinions on the draft budget; but the
local government neither participates in the dis-
cussion nor revises the draft budget after these
discussions (Niu 2007).

The second round of democratic deliberation
is conducted during the annual session of the
LPC, in which the LPC examines and approves
the government’s draft budget. The participants
this time are all deputies of the LPC. Citizens
are invited to attend as non-voting delegates in
these meetings, providing an opportunity for
citizens to learn more about the budget and re-
lated policies. The local government begins by
introducing the draft budget to the LPC, along
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with public suggestions collected from the first
round of democratic deliberation. Deputies of
the LPC can then examine, question, and dis-
cuss the draft budget with the town chief and
deputy chief. Following these discussions, the
presidium of the LPC and the government will
usually revise the draft budget based on the
public comments and produce a revised plan
for later discussion. The deputies of the LPC
conduct thorough examinations of the budget
revision plan in small groups. In these sessions,
if all deputies agree with the budget revision
plan, the local government will adopt those re-
visions to the draft budget accordingly. If there
are any disagreements, opponents can propose
amendments if they have the support of at least
five deputies. If these amendments are exam-
ined and approved by the plenary session of
the LPC, the government then accepts these
amendments when revising the draft budget.
Finally, the revised draft budget is examined
and approved by the LPC (Niu 2007).

During this phase of budget execution, the
FES continues to fulfil its responsibility of su-
pervising funded programs. However, any sig-
nificant adjustment to the budget proposed by
the FES has to be examined and approved by
the LPC prior to its execution. Other deputies
and citizens are encouraged to supervise the
implementation of funded programs with the
assistance of the FES (Meng 2010).

In addition to implementing PB, other av-
enues have also been adopted in Xinhe to
promote public participation in the budgetary
decision-making process. For example, every
year before the annual LPC session, experts and
scholars of public finance and budgeting are in-
vited to teach public budgeting to citizens and
deputies of the LPC. Moreover, before the ses-
sion commences, the presidium of the LPC and
members of the FES can visit proposed project
sites to better examine nominated projects on
the proposed list for funding. Through such
measures, participants obtain more knowledge
and information for making budgetary deci-
sions (Chen and Chen 2007).

Zeguo’s Approach to PB
Similarly, the town of Zeguo has experimented
with reform measures to develop a democratic

and systematic decision-making approach in
which the preferences of the people and the
deliberation of the deputies of the LPC are com-
bined. Deliberative polling techniques have
been used to randomly select participants in the
deliberation of policy issues (He and Thogersen
2010).

In 2005, Zeguo first introduced delibera-
tive polling. The government prepared a list
of infrastructure projects with experts’ fea-
sibility studies for each. These infrastructure
projects were listed with project briefings at-
tached. Participants of the democratic delib-
eration were randomly selected from all local
residents above 18 years of age (Zhu 2007; Su
2007). For example, in 2005, 275 representa-
tives were randomly selected from a total of
120,000 citizens to take part in the delibera-
tions (Ma 2009). Participants firstly discussed
(the proposed budgets for the projects) in small
groups and then attended the plenary meeting
to debate the major arguments raised in these
group discussions. They were asked to rank the
priority of all of the projects listed. The ranking
results were handed to the LPC for review and
approval. After the approval of the draft budget,
funding was allocated for projects with the top
rankings, and the rest of the projects were put
on a back-up list to be implemented provided
extra sources of funding could be found (Zhu
2007; Su 2007). Zeguo experimented with dif-
ferent measures of deliberative polling in later
years; it expanded the content of deliberation
to encompass the whole budget in 2008, but
then decided in 2009 to focus only on the most
important issues, such as the education bud-
get and the subsidy budget due to time con-
straints and the complexity of the budget (He
and Thogersen 2010).

Zeguo also attempted to improve the interac-
tion between citizen participants and the LPC
deputies. In 2008, 63 deputies observed the en-
tire deliberative polling process so as to better
understand the expression of public opinion.
Similarly, ten out of the 197 resident partici-
pants were randomly selected to observe the
way in which the deputies deliberated over
the budget at a session of the LPC. In 2009,
the result of deliberative polling was presented
to the LPC immediately so as to ensure an
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intensive interaction between the resident par-
ticipants and deputies (He and Thogersen
2010).

Participatory Budgeting in Wuxi

Wuxi is located in the south coastal area of
Jiangsu province and is comprised of two cities
and seven districts. Participatory budgeting was
introduced in Wuxi in 2006 when one com-
munity from Binhu district and another from
Beitang district were selected as pilot sites for
its implementation, involving a total budget of
RMB 3 million (Wuxi Financial Bureau 2006).
As of 31 October 2008, 22 communities in five
districts in Wuxi had implemented PB, involv-
ing 36 capital projects and a total budget of
30.63 million RMB (Wuxi Financial Bureau
2008). According to our interviews of the of-
ficials of the Financial Bureau of Wuxi, the
procedure of PB in Wuxi can be framed in four
steps. Step one involves preparation. A leading
group is established, which includes the lead-
ership of the party and government in Wuxi,
the director of the Municipal Finance Bureau
and the Chief Executives of districts, as well as
the heads of other relevant departments. It de-
fines the content, objectives, procedures, meth-
ods and approaches of PB and builds commu-
nication networks and cooperation amongst the
various departments. The government then uses
the mass media to promote the value of PB and
explain the ideas of new policies and projects to
residents in order to encourage their participa-
tion. This step is indispensable in PB to ensure
an appropriate number of participants volunteer
with the motivation and initiative to participate.
In addition, this step also serves as an oppor-
tunity to educate citizens on public budgeting
and citizenship.

Step two involves the selection of capital
projects for review by community representa-
tives. These representatives are not elected by
the citizens of Wuxi, but can nominate them-
selves or be recommended by the neighbour-
hood committee for the positions. Then the
leading group with representatives from the
government departments drafts a list of projects
for discussion based on the general require-
ments for the development of social under-

takings and public opinions collected through
neighbourhood committees and door-to-door
surveys. A meeting of the residents’ represen-
tatives is then organised by the district govern-
ment to decide on priorities amongst selected
projects. The projects are introduced to the rep-
resentatives in a meeting, and then the repre-
sentatives vote for projects they consider to be
of the highest priority, and funding is generally
allocated to the projects that receive the greatest
support.

Step three concerns the implementation of
chosen capital projects. The budgets are opera-
tionalised by the line departments with the help
of professional agencies, and then handed over
to the Financial Investment Auditing Institute
for the evaluation of project feasibility. They
are then contracted out to private sector com-
panies based on the principles of openness and
transparency. The implementation of projects
is subject to local oversight, facilitated by the
leading group or by relevant departments, and
may involve individual local residents. As these
projects are often constructed near or within
residential communities and are closely related
to the daily lives of residents, many individual
residents are strongly motivated to check on the
progress of the projects.

Step four involves evaluation. Following im-
plementation, the projects are to evaluated, au-
dited and assessed by financial auditors, resi-
dent representatives and relevant experts. The
results serve as the basis for determining not
only the effectiveness of the selected projects,
but also whether the PB process itself was con-
sidered fair.

Comparison of Participatory Budgeting in
Wenling and Wuxi from the Perspectives of
Legitimacy

Legal Validity
Wuxi’s trial of PB did not involve any re-
form of the People’s Congress, while PB
in Wenling integrated democratic deliberation
into the existing mechanism of the People’s
Congress, which enhanced its budgeting and
supervision power. Furthermore, the Wuxi gov-
ernment only issued recommendatory guide-
lines (yijian) on how to promote PB, while
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Wenling institutionalised PB into law in 2006
and gave the right to deputies to make budget
amendments in 2009 (Meng 2010).

The implementation of PB at the local level,
however, has not been influential enough to
lead to any revision of the 1994 Budget Law
at the national level. Despite the pervasive na-
ture of budget innovations in local governments
throughout the country, substantive revision of
the Budget Law is still unlikely to occur in the
foreseeable future, severely limiting the devel-
opment potential of democratic budgeting at
the local level. In conclusion, as a bottom-up
innovation, the impact of PB on improving the
legal validity of public budgeting processes of
Chinese local governments has not been very
strong.

Moral Justification
The progress of PB reforms in both Wuxi and
Wenling has been impressive. From 2006 to
2008, the number of projects selected through
PB jumped from 3 to 36 in Wuxi. During this
period, Wuxi’s expenditure allocated by PB in-
creased tenfold, from RMB 3 million to RMB
30.63 million. Similarly, in 2008, Wenling suc-
cessfully promoted PB in Ruoheng, Binhai,
Daxi, and Songmen in addition to Xinhe and
Zeguo, which together incorporated more than
80 percent of Wenling’s fiscal funds at the town-
ship level. In 2010, all 11 towns in Wenling
partook in the implementation of PB (Meng
2010).

PB is able to improve the moral justifi-
cation of the budget by allowing direct citi-
zen participation in budgetary decision-making
and influencing the reallocation of fiscal re-
sources in accordance with public preferences.
PB was adopted in Wuxi to reallocate invest-
ments in such fields as environment protection
and rehabilitation, cultural development, med-
ical care, security, education, and home-based
care for the aged, benefiting 800,000 citizens.
The CDRF, the initiator and promoter of PB
in China, is a nationwide organisation estab-
lished by the Development Research Centre of
the State Council of the Chinese central govern-
ment. It received support not only from leading
members of the State Council, but also from the
Ministry of Civil Affairs and the People’s Bank

of China. The CDRF conducted an evaluation
survey to assess the outcomes of PB in Wuxi.
They evaluated the effectiveness of the pub-
lic budget from three perspectives: whether the
budget addressed the most pressing public is-
sues, whether the public gained the maximum
benefits from the budget, and whether public
funds were spent as budgeted (China Develop-
ment Research Foundation 2009). The results
of the survey showed that more than 90 percent
of the interviewees they sampled agreed that
public funds allocated through PB addressed
the most pressing local issues, and that they
benefited from these projects. More than 80
percent of the interviewees expressed satis-
faction with the public infrastructure projects
selected through PB. The adoption of PB im-
proved budgetary transparency and communi-
cation between the government and the pub-
lic, which further ensured that public funds
were allocated based on public perceptions of
needs. PB was also considered to have had a
positive impact in Wenling. In 2008, together
with the LPC, the government of the Zeguo
township decided to increase the budget from
RMB 20,000 to RMB 100,000 in order to meet
public demands for increased pensions for ru-
ral seniors. Furthermore, in response to public
requests for additional infrastructure funding,
the township government and the LPC reallo-
cated RMB 400,000 to subsidise construction
projects in poor villages in the region (He and
Thogersen 2010). From the analysis above, PB
in Wenling and Wuxi improved the effective-
ness of public resource allocation in addressing
public needs, and thereby enhanced public sat-
isfaction with the budget.

Consent
In general, PB is seen as enhancing citizens’ un-
derstanding and recognition of public budget-
ing issues. Advocates of PB claim it provides
opportunities for the direct participation of cit-
izens in budgetary decision-making. Citizens
are able to nominate their priorities for public
programs, and their votes are final since the line
agencies prepare the budget based on citizen
votes without reservation (Niu 2010). Direct
participation helps citizens to reach agreement
on budgetary decisions. However, the impact
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of PB in Wenling and Wuxi on building public
consent to budgetary decision-making is more
complex.

Internal bureaucratic resistance to the imple-
mentation of PB was not strong. For example,
in Wuxi, PB innovations were proposed by the
CDRF, and put into action by the newly elected
Party Secretary of Wuxi, with the deputy mayor
leading implementation. The leading group had
a great influence on the coordination and pro-
motion of PB in various departments. Citizens’
agreement with PB also greatly facilitated its
implementation (Wu and Wang 2011). In short,
PB helped the government gain citizens’ con-
sent to its budgetary decisions from both within
and outside of the government.

However, whether PB has achieved its in-
tention of maximising citizen participation de-
serves further scrutiny. Medeiros (2007) mea-
sured the level of participation in three cities
in Brazil by evaluating in which phases of
decision-making citizens had access among the
five shown in Table 1. We used a similar bench-
mark to evaluate the level of participation in
Wenling and Wuxi.

It may appear from the table that citizens in
both cities enjoyed a high degree of partici-
pation in public budgeting, but that is not the
case in reality. In Wuxi, citizens cannot access
the second phase (identification of influence
and voting rights), which was the core phase
of budgetary decision-making. This phase de-
termined the amount of funds for public dis-
cussion, the methods and procedures for citi-
zen participation, as well as who was able to
represent other residents to vote directly and
make decisions on the allocation of budgets.
Due to the lack of access to the important sec-
ond phase, residents could only really partici-
pate in the other four phases, but then tended to
be less motivated to do so. Therefore, PB seems
to have had only limited effects in promoting
citizen participation in Wuxi.

The situation of PB in Wenling was some-
what better than that in Wuxi. First, partici-
pants were more representative. In Xinhe, the
priority of funded programs was decided by the
People’s Congress whose members are directly
elected by the citizens. In Zeguo, the public
opinions and judgments identified through dis-

cussion and debate by randomly selected par-
ticipants and their interactions with the LPC
deputies were used by local leaders to guide
their decision-making and for legitimating their
decisions (He and Thogersen 2010). The par-
ticipants in deliberative polling in Zeguo were
more representative than the resident repre-
sentatives who were selected or recommended
by neighbourhood committees in Wuxi (Sui
et al. 2009). Second, deputies were able to make
budget amendments to individual projects. In
Xinhe a budget amendment can be proposed,
with the agreement of at least five deputies,
then examined and approved by the LPC. Fi-
nally, PB in Wenling was carried out as a re-
sult of negotiations among the citizens, experts,
the LPC, and the government (Chen and Chen
2007). These improvements allowed the Wen-
ling government to understand the real prefer-
ences of the public and allocate resources ac-
cordingly. And by 2008–10 PB was extended
to a further three government infrastructural
departments at the municipal level. By con-
trast, in Wuxi PB was mainly undertaken to
better inform citizens about budget decisions,
rather than seeking to empower them directly
or usurp the powers of the LPC (Wu and Wang
2011).

Conclusion

Participatory budgeting provides citizens with
a valuable opportunity for involvement in
policy-making and regulation of the use of
governmental power in China’s non-electoral
environment. PB allows for a form of societal
control that relies on an active civil society,
in addition to existing budgetary controls, to
ensure the financial accountability of the gov-
ernment (Kumar and Managi 2009).

In summary, the comparison of the Wen-
ling and Wuxi approaches toward PB based on
Beetham’s theory of legitimacy shows that both
contribute to improving the legitimacy of local
government, while the Wenling approach has
had a greater impact than the Wuxi approach
(see Table 2). Both promote processes to gain
the consent of citizens and government offi-
cials on budgetary priorities. The consent of
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Table 1. The Venue and Format of Citizen Participation in Wenling and Wuxi

Phases Format Venue

Project Recommendation Collect the residents’ opinions from the
neighborhood committees and the media.

Wenling Yes

Wuxi Yes
Identification of Influence and

Voting Right
Decide how much fiscal funds will be

allocated by PB; design the procedure of
participation; and select participants.

Wenling Yes

Wuxi No
Choice of Project (behavior, tool) The resident representatives of the sub-district

and district levels vote first on the project,
and the result will be the final choice of
project

Wenling Yes

Wuxi Yes
Implementation of Projects or

Services
Residents can participate in this process on

their initiatives.
Wenling Yes

Wuxi Yes
Supervision and Evaluation Daily supervision and participation in project

summing-up meetings.
Wenling Yes

Wuxi Yes

Table 2. The Impact of PB on State Legitimacy∗

Wenling Model Wuxi Model

Elements of Legitimacy Contents Evaluation Contents Evaluation

Legal Validity Reinforce the budget
power of the LPC and
institutionalize the
process of PB

Medium Announce several
guidelines for PB

Weak

Moral Justification Reveal policy preference
of citizens directly;
reallocate resource to
address pressing public
issues

Strong Reveal policy preference
of citizens directly;
reallocate resource to
address pressing public
issues

Strong

Consent Promote PB to all districts
in its prefecture;
citizens participate in
all phases of public
budgeting

Strong Promote PB to all districts
in its prefecture;
citizens participate in
all phases of public
budgeting except for the
phase of identification
of influence and voting
right.

Medium

∗In the table, strong, medium, and weak indicate the impact of PB on improving each of the three elements of legitimacy
respectively.

citizens is obtained through facilitating direct
participation in the process of budgetary
decision-making. Wenling’s approach facili-
tated greater consent by affording citizens the
right to design the procedure of participation,
while employing a method to randomly select

the participants. The agreement of officials was
achieved by top-down executive order, whereby
a leading group, which consisted of leaders
and directors of related departments, was set
up to coordinate interests across departments
involved in the process of implementing PB.
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Moreover, these two forms of PB have helped
to improve the moral justification of public pol-
icy through introducing direct participation of
citizens in budgetary decision-making. PB con-
tributed to the allocation of financial resources
for the provision of public services that were
more likely to satisfy citizens’ needs. Finally,
Wenling’s approach empowered the LPC with
the right to amend the budget. The city had in-
stitutionalised the processes of democratic de-
liberation by statutory provision giving it legal
validity. These approaches effectively improve
the legitimacy of public budgeting in the local
government.

The comparison of the two approaches to-
ward PB has several implications. First, the ex-
tent to which PB can improve the legitimacy of
public budgeting in local government depends
on the extent of budgetary decision-making
power that is given to the People’s Congress
and to the public. This analysis reveals that al-
though citizen participation increased the le-
gitimacy of the government’s public budget-
ing to a certain extent, its effectiveness has
indeed been restrained by China’s contempo-
rary party-state system. Scholars have labelled
the Zeguo approach as ‘consultative authori-
tarianism’ in the sense that it represents a way
of channelling public opinion and political en-
ergy into the political decision-making process
without abandoning the Chinese Communist
Party’s monopoly on political power (He and
Thogersen 2010). As a result, to gain support
from the central government, PB experiments
have to be kept away from oppositional politics
and focused on administrative system reform
(He 2011). PB has the potential for further in-
tegration with the system of the People’s Con-
gresses and may play a more important role in
budgetary decision-making in the future, but
complementary reforms in other processes of
the public budgeting system and a fundamental
restructuring of the power structure of the state
remain essential.

Second, initiating PB in local governments
has had little observable influence on the legit-
imacy of higher-level governments. There may
be difficulties in the expansion of democratic
trials of PB from the grass-roots level to higher-
level governments. The legitimacy of higher-

level governments or the central government is
not a simple aggregation of the legitimacy of
local governments. Thus, higher-level govern-
ments may need to launch different strategies
for improving their own legitimacy. It could be
argued that Wenling’s extension of PB to the
infrastructural departments was an attempt to
interest higher level governments in more par-
ticipatory forms of decision-making.

Third, public access to and adequate review
of the details of the budget were often im-
peded by insufficient time allowed for demo-
cratic deliberation. Two types of review were
undertaken: a review of the total budget, or a
review of selected projects involving prioriti-
sation of projects and determining how much
money should be allocated to certain capital
projects. The Xinhe approach reviewed the to-
tal budget, bringing democratic deliberation
into the mechanisms of the LPC, which had
the authority to make final decisions on the
whole budget while the draft budget can be
amended according to legal procedures. The
Wuxi approach fell into the second type, as its
version of PB focused on the decision-making
processes involved in ranking certain capital
projects. This project-orientation may be more
likely to produce specific influence, but has
less of an impact than citizens participating in
decision-making on the entire budget. Zeguo
initiated PB by making its capital budget open
for public discussion and later released the
whole township budget for deliberative polling
in 2008 (Siu et al. 2009). Theoretically, em-
powering the public or its representatives to
decide on the whole budget indicates a greater
authority for the public to supervise the gov-
ernment. However, given the time constraints
for democratic deliberation and budget amend-
ments, the potential for the examination of the
whole budget remains limited. For example,
in 2006, Xinhe started its democratic deliber-
ation on March 6, and the draft budget was
approved by the LPC on March 9. Sufficient
time was not given to the participants to re-
ally deliberate the entire draft budget. Zeguo,
in 2009, gave up its attempt of democratic
deliberation on the entire budget, and moved
to focus on the most important issues (e.g.
education and subsidy budgets) due to time
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restrictions and the complexity of the budget
(He and Thogersen 2010).

Finally, there are some universal challenges
faced by PB. For example, it is difficult to
achieve balanced budgets, since people tend
to increase their demands when they have a
chance to reallocate financial resources, which
leads to budget overreach or even crisis (He
2011). Similarly, the question of how to insti-
tutionalise PB is a critical issue in the reform.
In the next decade, there will be increasing de-
mands for greater citizen participation in public
budgeting (He 2011). Without passing a revi-
sion of the 1994 Budget Law as well as more
facilitatory regulations and laws regarding PB,
the progress of promoting PB will be limited.
If these innovations do not lead to substantive
changes in the power structures of the state,
or even limited progress in administrative re-
form and rejuvenating the LPCs, Chinese gov-
ernment budgets will still be considered state
budgets rather than public budgets (He 2011).
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