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ABSTRACT: The paper presents part of findings from a 

broad study carried out to assess the challenges of 

participatory governance for enhancing the quality of local 

governments in Uganda.  Participatory governance was 

conceptualized as the deliberate involvement of non-state 

actors in local governance and was analyzed in the 

dimensions of participatory budgeting in the delivery of 

local priorities and the promotion of localism. The paper 

was premised on the theoretical assumption that local 

participation in budgeting enhances the responsive 

implementation of local choices and interests. The primary 

objective of the study was an assessment of the 

participatory governance framework in Uganda, as 

specifically analyzed in participatory budgeting and how it 

related to responsiveness in the implementation of locally 

identified interests. The methodology involved conducting 

an ethnographic study involving local government 

practitioners, elected leaders and members of civil society 

organizations covering three districts in Central Uganda. 

Participants were subjected to questionnaires, interviews, 

group discussions, documentary and literature review. 

Findings indicated that participatory budgeting increased 

public awareness and responsiveness to local problems and 

local ownership of government programmes. 

Implementation of local priorities was constrained by 

meager local budget revenues and rigid central government 

conditional grants. The study concluded, among others, that 

whereas participatory budgeting was an important tool for 

participatory governance, it did not result in increased 

responsiveness to local choices because of the several 

challenges facing local governments especially declining 

local budget revenues. The paper recommended more 

flexibility in local government conditional grants as well as 

enhanced local capacity building and empowerment prior 

to the  creation of new local governments.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Participatory budgeting is probably one of the most far 
reaching public sector reforms that attracted wide spread 
concern in developing countries (OECD, 2005; Ojambo, 
2012; Paul & Robert, 2003; Richard, 1999). According to 
Argarwala (1984) as cited by World Bank, (2003, 2004 & 
2007), participatory budgeting is a decision making 
process that enables citizens participate in the 
deliberation and negotiation over allocation of public 
resources in local communities. Through participatory 
budgeting, citizens learn about their governments and 
how governments actually work, there is  increased  local  

 
 
 
accountability, transparence is enhanced and there is 
likely to be improvement in both quality and quantity of 
services delivered at local levels (Ministry of Local 
Government, 2006; 2011; 2014a; 2014b; Shah, 2007). 
Besides, participatory budgeting strengthens local Civil 
Society Organizations- CSOs by empowering them to 
take on local bureaucrats, making them use local 
resources more prudently and hence increasing local 
revenues (Harkins & Egan, 2012; Khaman, 2000; 
Lambright, 2011). Saito (2001) and Steiner (2006) 
highlight several challenges associated with  participatory  
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budgeting, for example, practitioners have urged that it 
sometimes results in elite capture of the local budgeting 
process, that sometimes the interest groups dominate the 
budgeting process, that in may end in the concealment of 
local social injustices, and that sometimes minority view 
are not catered for.  Irrespective of the challenges, it is no 
doubt that, participatory budgeting indeed enhances 
responsiveness and local prioritization (Ahamad et al, 
2005; Wampler, 2007) as well as strengthens democracy 
and improves the welfare of citizens’ participation (UH-
HABITAT, 2008).  

Decentralized local governance in many countries has 
been built upon and designed to promote the values of 
localism. Commonly referred to as the broad agenda of 
localism, it is premised on designing policies and 
processes that give local people more powers over 
government planning decisions and to conduct localized 
government services (Rondinelli, 1986; Rondinelli & 
Chema, 1983. The devolution form of decentralization of 
power has in many countries been emphasized because 
it theoretically aims at building a localist sub national 
system (Harkins & Egan, 2012). The history of 
participatory budgeting can be traced in Porto Alegre city 
in Brazil in the early 1989 (Arritzer, 2002). Soon 
thereafter, and as part of the public sector reforms, 
participatory budgeting has become part of sub national 
budgeting in many countries throughout the world (UH-
HABITAT, 2008).  Originally having been developed as a 
municipal budgeting approach, participatory budgeting 
has since been adapted by many countries in sub 
national budging for both rural and urban areas creating 
variance in its implementation (Mitchihson, 2003). 

In Uganda, participatory budgeting is associated with 
the introduction of the decentralization policy in 1997 and 
is implemented through the local council system 
(Government of Uganda, 2010; Nsibambi 1988a; 1988b; 
Mitchison, 2003). Since then, it has become a popular 
function of local governments whereof local communities 
participate in the budgeting process right from the 
parishes, sub counties, counties and districts directly by 
attending budgeting meetings and indirectly through their 
elected councilors. The objectives of participatory 
budgeting in Uganda as stated in the decentralization 
policy, were to among others, enhance responsiveness at 
local levels by cutting down the bureaucratic red tape and 
also to build a governance practice of selecting local 
priorities for public spending. Local communities are 
empowered when involved in identification, designing and 
delivery of public services. In Uganda, there are three 
phases of citizen involvement that take place in the 
process of participatory budgeting.  

First, citizens are involved by attending local budget 
planning meetings and budget conferences. Secondly, 
citizens directly elect local councilors to represent them 
on local councils that develop, pass, and implement the 
local budgets.  

Finally,   citizens   participate   in   the   provisioning   of 

 
 
 
 
contracted and outsourced services in local governments. 
Local citizens’ involvement in the budget process thus 
places public officials under endless pressure to respond 
to local concerns and to politicians, this responsiveness 
is vital in ensuring re-election in local councils. Indeed, 
Orsbone (2000) asserted that citizens’ participation 
reflective of the anticipated impacts of their participation 
in the overall budget implementation. 

In all, the arguments of Guthries (2003) that whenever 
citizens get involved in identifying local priorities, 
participate in the allocation of resources, monitor public 
spending as well as policy responses, the processes 
promote responsiveness and localism. This paper 
presents findings from  the study that is similar to the one 
that was carried out in three districts in central Uganda to 
evaluate how the elaborate participatory governance 
framework in the   budgeting process, has enabled local 
communities to effectively identify local needs and 
identifying local resources to solve local problems 
(Kasozi-Mulindwa, 2013).  
Secondly, stakeholder participation enhances 
responsiveness of governments to people’s concerns by 
involving them in prioritizing local needs in relation to 
local resources (Argarwala, 1984). In all, participatory 
budgeting is believed to enhance service delivery and 
promotes accountability, efficiency and effectives in local 
governments.  
 
 
Conceptualization 
 
There is no universal definition of participatory budgeting. 
Participatory budgeting involves a continuous process 
through which the public gets involved with local 
governments expand the scope of budget engagement 
by identifying local priorities, local resources, implement, 
monitor and evaluate the local budget taking into account 
expenditure requirements and the available income 
resources. It is a decision making process through which 
citizens negotiates and participates in the distribution of 
public resources (Wampler, 2007). Among others, 
participatory budgeting is an important approach to 
participatory governance because it enhances 
responsiveness of local officials to local issues (hence 
promoting local accountability), and also promotes 
localism by promoting local communities in addressing 
local concerns (Thindwa, 2004; Triesman, 2002).  

Participatory budgeting in Uganda is implemented in 
the broader decentralisation policy framework where 
elected local councils are mandated to develop local 
budgets with public participation (UBOS, 2016). The 
public participates in local budgeting directly by attending 
budget activities and meetings as laid down in the budget 
cycle, or indirectly through their elected councillors, or 
through Civil Society Organisations- CSOs.  

Localism in its broadest sense, describes a range of 
political philosophies  which   prioritise   local   control   of  
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government, localised services, local culture and identity. 
Localism has been re-emergent within several 
decentralisation policy frameworks. The arguments 
behind localising’ democratic and economic processes 
and decision making, are that social, economic and 
environmental problems are more accurately defined and 
solved using locally appropriate solutions and effective 
solutions more easily created (Harkins and Egan, 2012). 
In the same way, responsiveness implies the deliberate 
design and implementation of public services that match 
citizens’ preferences. Responsiveness involves an 
elaborate consultation process where local communities 
are involved in prioritisation of local needs and plans and 
budgets are drawn reflecting these needs. 
 
 
Problem 
 
Government of Uganda set up an elaborate framework of 
participatory budgeting based on both Section 77 of the 
Local Government Act Cap 243 and the former gives 
local governments rights and obligations to formulate and 
execute local budgets and plans and the later provides 
for people’s participation and democratic control in 
decision making under the local government system. 
Consequently, local governments develop annual 
budgets based on local revenues and appropriations in 
relation to local priorities. Participatory budgeting is 
further strengthened by the local budgeting cycle process 
that among others ensures mandatory public 
participation. Despite these elaborate interventions, 
studies have identified contradictory outcomes in local 
governments implementing the participatory budgeting 
framework. For example, several local government 
budgets have severally been criticized for not being 
responsive to local needs and that the objectives of 
promoting local communities have been high occasionally 
jacked. In this way, the anticipated increased in the 
reliance on participatory budgeting has neither resulted in 
more responsive local governments, nor promoted the 
doctrine of localism. The ugly outcomes are that several 
local governments’ budgets are no longer local and 
bigger portions of local government budgets do not reflect 
local priorities (Sean Nkahle). The emerging tendency 
has been for local governments to get detached from 
local moving communities and the anticipated 
decentralisation benefits of localism, remain have to a 
visible extend remained dream. This study was carried 
out to assess the participatory budgeting framework to 
enhanced responsiveness and localism in local 
governments in Uganda. 

Generally, participatory budgeting in Uganda is praised 
as success story in as far as enhancing participatory 
governance is concerned. Despite this acclaim, some 
challenges are steadily hampering participatory 
budgeting approach in enhancing responsiveness and 
localism    in     local    governments    in    Uganda     that  
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necessitated this study. The primary question in this 
study was why participatory budgeting did not enhance 
responsiveness and localism in local communities in 
Uganda. This study aimed therefore, at assessing the 
participatory governance framework in Uganda; 
specifically considering the participatory budgeting 
requirements and how it enhances responsiveness to 
locally identified concerns. 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
This was an ethnographic study involving local 
government practitioners, elected councilors, members of 
local civil society organizations and opinion leaders in 
three districts in central Uganda. The study was of a 
qualitative design and relied on unstructured 
questionnaires, literature and documentary review, 
interviews and group discussions. Researchers 
interacted for a long time with local government officials 
involved in budgeting, officials from Ministry of Local 
Governments-MoLG and representatives of Civil Society 
Organizations involved in budget appraisal in local 
governments.  Summary of the study respondents and 
research methods is presented in (Table 1). As Amin, 
(2005) concurred, reviewing literature and studying the 
budget framework papers and manuals as well as reports 
from budget conferences and budget planning 
committees was useful in generating current information 
on global issues in participatory governance at the same 
time, interacting with experts and practitioners was useful 
in guiding the analysis and in developing evidence based 
and practical recommendations to the study. 
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  
 
Findings from the study are presented in line with the 
specific objectives that guided the study. The objectives 
were to make an assessment on how participatory 
budgeting enhanced local governments responsiveness, 
and promotion of the of localism. 
 
Participatory budgeting and responsiveness 
 
Objective 1 of the study was to evaluate participatory 
budgeting for enhancing responsiveness in local 
governments. Literature reviewed pointed to discoveries 
that after decades of authoritarian regimes and planned 
economies, civic initiative and self organisation of citizens 
were seen as workable alternatives to government 
intervention (Publique, 2015). Participatory budgeting is 
one of the most successful approaches to participatory 
governance and involves the process through which the 
public participates in the allocation of local resources. 
Forms of participatory budgeting differ from country to 
country, though some resulting in   pseudo   participation 



Official Publication of Direct Research Journal of Social Science and Educational Studies: Vol. 7, 2020, ISSN 2449-0806 

 Galukande-Kiganda and Boitumelo         171
 
 
 

Table 1: Summary of study respondents and sampling methods. 
  
Category  Population  Sample size Sampling Technique Sampling tool 

Technical Planning Committee  25 24 Random sampling Group discussion 
Members of Districts NGO Forums 05 05 Purposive sampling Interview 
Local Council V Executive  15 15 Purposive sampling Group discussion 
Members of Districts NGO Forums 40 36 Random sampling Unstructured Questionnaire 
Chief Administrative Officer -CAO, 
Deputy CAO and Principal Assistant 
Secretaries 

09 09 Purposive sampling Group discussion 

Local Council III Executive 
Committee  

35 32 Random sampling Unstructured Questionnaire  

Service Providers (Pre-qualified 
firms) 

59 52 Random sampling Unstructured Questionnaire 

Members of the general public   30 19 Random sampling Unstructured Questionnaire 
Total 202 176   

Source: Researchers, 2018 

 
re-election of councilors into office. The re-election of 
local leaders indirectly implied that they were responsive 
to local priorities and that they delivered according to 
people’s expectations. Findings revealed the following: 
To start with, the study revealed an overall decline of 
public participation in budgeting activities in local 
governments.  Reasons for this decline were varying but 
rotated around failure of local people to realize that 
involvement in budgeting process actually mattered. 
Many times, local priorities were not reflected in budgets 
and consequently never implemented. In the study 
districts, respondents raised the concerns that local 
governments’ budgets did not reflect local priorities and 
citizens realized that discussions in budget meetings did 
not matter, and were never implemented which 
discouraged them from further participation in the budget 
Process. A representative from one of the District NGO 
Forums had this to say: 
 
“to participate in local governments budgets or not to 
participate is just kumalabudde (locally meaning waste of 
time) because nothing of the local concerns are ever 
addressed in the budgets. Besides people are always 
complaining of participatory fatigue” 
 
Similar sentiments were echoed by another interviewee 
who conditioned participation to “being facilitated” 
(literally meaning being given participation allowances). 
The discussion with members of the Technical Planning 
Committees (TPC) did not deny the decline in citizen 
participation in local budgeting which they attributed to 
the guidelines that prohibited flexibility of central 
government grants to local governments’ activities. One 
of the Chief Administrative Officers (CAO) had this to say: 
 
“in fact almost 99% of local governments budgets are 
financed from the central government. Funding is high 
conditional and cannot be flexed to suit locally identified 
priorities. Quiet often we find our hands tied and our only 
expectations are to implement the programmes according 
to the strict guidelines from the central government lest 
you be criminally charged for abuse of office” 

Secondly, the study also established that local 
governments faced challenges of elite capture of the 
budget process that further hindered budget 
responsiveness. Respondents reported a growing trend 
of elite capture of the budgeting process especially by 
contractors who bid for provision of goods and services in 
local governments. Contractors were facilitated by and 
connived with bureaucrats and elected councilors who, 
for private interests diverted the entire participatory 
budgeting. Interests of contractors and other service 
providers ended up overtaking citizens’ priorities and this 
was reversible, after all, the later enjoyed supported from 
public officials managing the budget process. 
This capture of the local governments’ budgeting process 
was lamented by one of the service providers 
interviewed: 
 
“indeed you have to be well placed in government to 
participate and win a tender in local governments. What 
actually happens is that the same contractors are 
awarded contracts in all local governments and some of 
our companies only participate to validate the exercise. 
The that win the contracts are owned by highly placed 
people in government and most of the times these are 
not local companies but are based in the Kampala (the 
capital city)” 
 
The study also identified the growing narrowness of local 
revenues was also identified as a hindrance to 
participatory budgeting. The Local Governments Act 
mandated to collect revenues and spend it according to 
local priorities; revenues collected by local governments 
were significantly reducing, if at all they did exist. 
Literature revealed that regionally, Uganda trails 
neighboring East African countries with the lowest ratio of 
taxes to Gross Domestic Product-GDP (Akapan, 2008). 
The situation at local governments is even more pathetic 
with many local governments failing to raise revenues to 
pay for the emoluments of elected councils and to hold 
statutory council meetings. In situations like the above, 
possibilities of budgetary responsiveness to local needs 
were un-imaginable (MFPED; 2013).   
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Harkins  and Egan, (2012) put it, local governments 
almost entirely depended on central government grants 
which were highly conditioned to national priority areas. 
Notwithstanding, central government releases to local 
governments continuously been declined from 32% of the 
national budget in financial year 2002/2003 to 12% of the 
national budget in financial year 2015/2016 and projected 
to fall further to 09% in financial year 2017/2018 (Sjahrir, 
(2018). With almost no revenues, participatory budgeting 
could not take place; leave alone responsive 
implementation of local priorities. A planner (statistician) 
from one of the districts explained that the conditionality 
imposed by the central government in local governments’ 
revenue spending to respond to local needs shall 
continuously be worsened by the declining local 
governments’ revenue collections. The study further 
identified capacity gaps in local governments as 
hindering participatory budgeting to respond to local 
needs. Overall, there was perceived general ignorance 
about government operations. Majority of respondents 
were not aware about the local budgeting cycle! 
Bureaucrat and elected councilors were equally ignorant 
about local budgeting. At lowest administrative levels, 
there was a Parish Chief mandated to collect revenues 
and information on local priorities in the parish, usually 
comprising up-to ten villages. National staffing levels of 
parish chiefs were estimated at 60%, implying that 40% 
of the parishes did not have substantive bureaucrats to 
champion participatory budgeting. The conclusion from 
this study was that 40% of lower local governments did 
not effectively participate in budgeting. In areas where 
parish chiefs existed, lacked basic education 
qualifications and were poorly remunerated and 
facilitated, widening the gap between participatory 
budgeting and responsiveness to local needs. 
 
 
Participatory budgeting and localism 
 
Objective 2 of the study was to evaluate participatory 
budgeting in the promotion of the localism paradigm in 
local governments in Uganda. Qualitative instruments of 
interviews, group discussions, literature and documentary 
review were used. The findings revealed the following: 
Government of Uganda (1995) clearly points out that the 
doctrine os Localism is well enshrined in Uganda’s legal 
and institutional frameworks and is part and parcel of the 
national policy objectives, the democratization process, 
and national decentralization policy. The history of 
localism in Uganda is traced to the National Resistance 
Movement –NRM bush war tactics of organizing local 
communities into local resistance councils to manage 
local defense and security. In 1986, when NRM captured 
state power, benefits of localism were gradually 
structured and institutionalized into the local council/ 
government system. For example, Government of 
Uganda (1995); highlights National Policy Objective II (iii) 
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that provides for devolution of powers and government 
functions to people at appropriate levels where they can 
best direct and manage their affairs. Article 176(2) (e) of 
the Constriction of the Republic of Uganda (1995), 
provides for appropriate measures to be taken to enable 
local governments units to plan, initiate, and execute 
policies in respect of all matters affecting the people 
within their jurisdictions. In all, participatory budgeting, as 
a key tool of entrenching participatory governance, and 
decentralization was anticipated to result into increased 
benefits of localism.  

The study discovered several challenges that inhibit 
participatory budgeting from promoting localism. The 
most pronounced challenge, as pointed out by almost all 
respondents that inhibited localism in participatory 
budging in local governments in Uganda was the over 
ambitious expectations of local people to reap from local 
budgeting. The study established as Agrawal, (1999); 
Harmilton, (2005); Hart, (1972); and Kasfir Nelson, 
(1993); had earlier pointed out, that the perception of the 
local people was that local budging was an absolute form 
of political salvation for all local needs. Local 
communities got disappointed when great budgetary 
expectations failed to materialize. Some respondents 
perceived this to be corruption on the side of bureaucrats, 
a position that also held by Kato, (1997); and Khaman, 
2000. On the other hand, bureaucrats conceived it as 
ignorance of local communities in public management. 
Because local budgeting in Uganda is cyclical, took long 
time, was guided by national priorities, and above all 
dictated by availability of revenues, not all local needs 
could be implemented at the same time. This led local 
communities to despise benefits of localism. A local 
council member belonging to an opposition political party 
referred to participatory budgeting as a “raw deal”. 
Similarly, other respondents expressed reservations as to 
whether participatory budgeting was usefully when local 
governments lacked the funds to budget.  

Secondly, the study also established a dividing line 
between localism and tribalism or ethnicity was very 
small. Indeed, many respondents feared that emphasis 
on localism would inevitably translate into tribalism. There 
was evidence that in many local governments, promoting 
the doctrine of localism necessarily translated in 
promotion of tribalism and promoting local ethnic 
segregation. Similar views had been established by 
Bardham and Mookherjee (2006); Furmhito, 2000; Kasif, 
1993; and Ergaz, 1980; in studies conducted in other 
areas. This trend would eventually put to risk the benefits 
envisaged in the good governance agenda as provided 
for in the Leadership Code and the Political Parties and 
other Organisations Acts (Government of Uganda 2002; 
2005). 

Literature further showed that Uganda has more than 
one hundred ethnic groups/ tribes and the creation of 
several local governments reflected this ethnic diversity 
(Government of Uganda; 1995).  
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In earlier studies of Golooba-Mutebi (2005) the 
observations were that decentralization tended to 
promote ethnicity and challenges out of this trend were 
manifested in the absence of local capacity to manage 
local development. This particular study concurred with 
the earlier works of Enriqueta, (2008) and again 
established that on the ground, several local 
governments lacked the technical skills needed to solve 
their development problems, yet, there was growing 
decent against non-local citizens in participating in 
development activities of local nature as Ferguson, 
(1980) had earlier revealed in his work in development 
and local politics. The study further established that the 
role of traditional leadership was not well integrated into 
the participatory budgeting yet the influence of such 
leaders was evident. In the circumstances, communities 
continued to face challenges of separating ethnicity and 
localism and this led to negative impacts on participatory 
budgeting. 

Lastly, the study identified the challenge of declining 
spirit of voluntarism and the quest for the common good. 
Harkins and Egan, (2012) puts it that localism is always 
built on voluntarism. The study revealed that local 
communities were increasingly tired of volunteering but 
more the questing for private benefits. Declining 
voluntarism was associated with increasing political 
mistrust, and there was overwhelming evidence to 
support this.  The consequence in the decline in local 
voluntarism was partially responsible to decline it 
attendance of planning and budgeting meeting. A Parish 
Chief responded to this observation by further asserting 
that: 
 
“communities only attended parish committee and 
development meeting where transport refund and 
refreshments were promised. Many times budget 
planning meeting never take place because people are 
not assured of transport refund and other refreshments. 
Personally, I don’t have a funds allocated for these 
activities. As a result, this hinder the development of the 
spirit of localism and making it even harder for 
participatory budgeting to breed benefits in local 
governments in Uganda”. 
 
 
Conclusion and recommendations 
 
Overall, the study recognized the undoubted role played 
by participatory budgeting as a critical tool for effecting 
participatory governance in local governments in Uganda. 
Participatory budgeting led to enhanced responsiveness 
and localism compared to centralize planning of the 
1970-80s political era. Local people participated in 
deciding local priorities directly or indirectly through 
elected councilors and civil society organisations, which 
was not the case before. Similarly, and as earlier urged 
by  Crook,   (1988);    and    Christopher,   (2006);   local  

 
 
 
 
communities became more enthusiastic in promoting 
local identity and togetherness unlike in the past when 
small communities had become swallowed by bigger 
communities. On the other hand, the study further 
concluded, that meaningful realization of benefits of 
participatory budgeting could only be achieved when 
challenges of responsiveness and localism are 
addressed. The paper presents the followings 
recommendations the following: 
 
(i) First, government should provide for more flexibility in 
local budgeting to cater for diverging local priorities. 
Currently, government remits conditional and 
unconditional grants to local governments as part of local 
budgeting, but the bigger portion of these grants are 
conditioned and do not allow flexibility for local needs, 
which has greatly undermined participatory governance. 
Budgetary releases to local governments should be 
increased to allow for more responsiveness to local 
priorities. 
 
(ii) Secondly, the study recommends enhanced 
community empowerment to participate in local 
development. Creation of new local governments should 
not only be based on ethnic identity, but also on prior 
capacity building and community empowerment to 
manage the devolved governance functions. 
Empowerment should precede localism. 
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