
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
The Northern Ireland Open Government Network 

Making government work better for people through transparency, participation and 
accountability 

 
The Northern Ireland Open Government Network is an alliance of individual citizens and 
representatives of community and voluntary sector organisations. Our aim is to contribute to 
delivering a more open, transparent and accountable government that will empower citizens 
to shape decisions that impact on their lives. 
 
The purpose of the network is to actively engage a broad and diverse group of citizens and 
organisations in advocating more open government in Northern Ireland. 
 
In accordance with the principles of the Open Government Partnership Declaration, the 
Network aims to contribute to: 
 
• broadening participation in government 
• increasing transparency and the availability of, and access to, data 
• enhancing accountability 
• improving policy making 
• delivering better service provision and increasing confidence in government 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Exploring the Idea of Participatory Budgeting for Northern 

Ireland 
 

Briefing Notes 
 
The content of this paper was drawn from the Community First guide to participatory 
budgeting.  The original publication can be viewed here:  
 
http://www.cdf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Using-Participatory-Budgeting-to-Allocate-
Community-First-funding.pdf 
 
Further information can also be found on the webpage of the Participatory Budgeting 
Network and the report from their recent PB conference: 
 
http://pbnetwork.org.uk/the-pb-network-unconference-report-pages/ 
 
What is participatory budgeting? 
 
Participatory Budgeting (PB) is an innovative way to fairly and transparently invest funds into 
the community. It is based on the idea that: when the community has a say when money is 
spent in their neighbourhood, it leads to better decision making and to more people getting 
involved. 
 
Done well it can: improve the quality and impact of the projects funded; provide people with 
practical ways of being involved in their community; and lead to greater collaboration and 
information sharing between local groups 
 
Why use Participatory Budgeting? 
 
Hundreds of communities have benefitted from using PB, especially where there are scarce 
resources and lots of good ideas on how to spend money. 
 
The people most involved in community affairs are often working within local groups. These 
groups often struggle to find even small sums with which to make a difference. They will 
know more than anyone they know what the need is and understand what works. 
 
Often, grant funding panels and application forms force groups to compete. This does not 
provide a chance for them to collaborate or influence the outcome. Only a few ‘expert’ 
people get to read and approve applications and the wider community is generally unaware 
what money is being spent in their community. 
 
 

http://www.cdf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Using-Participatory-Budgeting-to-Allocate-Community-First-funding.pdf
http://www.cdf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Using-Participatory-Budgeting-to-Allocate-Community-First-funding.pdf
http://pbnetwork.org.uk/the-pb-network-unconference-report-pages/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

What is different about Participatory Budgeting programmes? 
 
1. Everyone knows who else is bidding, and for how much: All bids are shared with the other 
applicants and are presented to the community at a decision event. This helps to ensure that 
everyone knows the process is fair and understands the work of the Panel. 
 
2. Applicants make a short presentation in front of a community audience and then everyone 
scores the bids: This presentation is generally of 2 to 3 minutes in length and is supported by 
simple written information taken from their application. Members of the community are 
invited to score each of the presentations. It is common that groups applying can score 
applications made by others, but obviously cannot score their own. 
 
3. The whole community can have their say: Not everyone will want to get involved but PB 
has been shown to be a ‘community friendly’ way to distribute funds. The presentation/voting 
format is engaging and participants get very interested when finding out who is doing what in 
their community. This is because people really do care and will take part if they can have a 
say and make a difference. Expect 40 or 50 people to come to your event, maybe a 100, or 
even more, from all ages and sections of the community. 
 
4. Different funders can pool their resources and so bring greater impact: It is common that 
once a PB programme has been tried and seen to be successful, other people working in the 
same area realise they can use the same format to distribute their funds. Greater control can 
be given to the community over bigger public budgets, like policing, health, youth work and 
environmental schemes. Better partnership working can occur and services can become 
more joined up. Most importantly, un-met need in a community can be recognised, and 
communities can take on greater responsibility for making their area better. 
 
The added value of the PB approach 
 
PB is more than just about deciding who to fund. It can become a celebration of positive 
action in the community; one that creates a lasting legacy.  People active in your community 
get to meet each other, often for the first time. This happens at the information event and at 
the presentation and scoring event. These meetings offer a rare chance to hear about the 
work of others and maybe think about taking new approaches to what you might already be 
doing. 
 
Marginalised or ignored groups, who may be unused to completing applications forms and 
so struggle to get funding elsewhere, can often do well in PB processes. This is because 
they can speak directly to their wider community. When there is a limited resource and lots 
of good ideas on the table priority is naturally given to small locally based projects with a 
commitment to improving their neighbourhood. 
 
Participants learn on the presentation day what it takes to be a successful project and often 
leave with a greater confidence to apply elsewhere. Even unsuccessful groups will often go 
on to find funding elsewhere. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Spending time with people who may become useful partners in the future helps build a 
positive sense of what can be achieved in your community. Participants really value that 
feeling, enjoy taking part and will want it to happen again. 
 
Overview of how to use PB to distribute your funds 
 
1. Form a planning group 
 
2. Give your PB process a name that means something to people in your local community.  
 
3. Agree your Priorities. 
 
4. Inform and engage the participants. 
 
5. Receive the applications: Make sure applicants know your priorities, and that they will 
need to make a presentation in front of a community audience. Tell them that they will be 
scoring other people’s projects too. 
 
6. Hold your “decision‟ event: The most important event for most people will be when all the 
ideas are shared and the community gets a chance to vote on where the money should go. 
 
7. Announce the results: Celebrate the successful groups and support unsuccessful 
applicants. 
 
8. Spread the word: Use social media, posters and word of mouth to tell people what you are 
doing. 
 
The importance of agreeing the overall aims of your project 
 
This will help get everyone working together. You can also use a record of your aims to 
evaluate and learn from your experiences later on. Your aims, apart from distributing funds 
according to your Community First priorities, could be things like: getting more people 
involved in your Community First Panel; reaching new sections of the community; improving 
your partnership working; or tackling issues that matter locally or to your panel. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


