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Inspiring innovations to tackle 21st century challenges
Case study: Participatory budgeting  
Where is the case study from?
Cologne, Germany
What triggered the innovation?

Participatory budgeting (PB) - where citizens participate in the decision-making process of budget allocation - has been considered as one of the main innovations that aim to reinforce accountability at the local and regional levels. The first examples came from Brazil but the practice has spread around the world. In Germany, after a successful pilot that took place in Berlin-Lichtenberg in 2005 where the local council received budget proposals from citizens online, the city has ever since repeated the operation. 
Since then innovative initiatives have been conducted in the cities of Bergheim, Hamburg, Freiburg, Leipzig and Cologne- where substantial areas of the city’s budget is up for grabs for citizens. Cologne city council, after witnessing the success in other German cities decided trial participatory budgeting with an e-participation platform. 

What is the nature of the innovation?
In 2007, the municipality, the office for e-government and online services, together with the Fraunhofer Institute AIS, developed an online platform which enabled Cologne’s residents to participate in planning the City budget for the first time.  

Participatory budgeting was introduced in Cologne as part of a wider agenda in the city of ‘services for citizen participation’. The municipal administration recognized that to put citizens at the centre of governance it is necessary to give them a say over public funds. The online platform empowers citizens to participate in planning the budget by submitting proposals, comments and assessments, and submitting votes for or against specific proposals. The system encourages ongoing online discussions, rather than dialogue always being part of a tightly time-limited event. To manage the flow of conversation and to target contributions, the interactive website was carefully and transparently overseen by forum facilitators.
Citizens were invited to submit proposals on three main areas: highways, byways and public spaces; green spaces and; sport. The majority of the proposals dealt with the daily problems of the participants, such as proposals to fix potholes in the streets the citizens use, broken benches in the parks they visit, improvements of the school interior or sports clubs they or their children visit. Many of the new proposals were not especially radical.  However in some chases the proposals from public lead to a change in priorities.
The first time this method was trialled (in 2007/08) a total budget of €311m was earmarked for participatory budgeting. The platform was open for four weeks from 22nd October 2007 to 19th November 2007, during which time, it elicited around 5,000 proposals, received 9,184 comments related to proposals and a total of 52, 746 votes. The site received 120,000 unique visits and a total of 873,476 hits. 
What are the key lessons?

These are very high participation rates, far exceeding similar experiments in other parts of Germany. Of the 5000+ suggestions, over 40% were made out of office hours online, a vindication of the e-based approach.  This has been attributed to the high profile it received – it was covered in various media outlets, was publicly advertised and information leaflets were sent to each household. This was also seen as a vindication’s of the council’s approach to embrace online technology and high publicity rather than, for example, Hamburg’s approach which was to primarily rely on word of mouth. 
The majority of the citizens who participated used the Internet: 85% of the almost 5000 suggestions and proposals were submitted during the four-week online discussion.  Nine per cent were submitted by traditional mail, 4% via telephone and 2% via e-mail. In the end, Cologne City Council implemented the best 300 ideas, for which an additional €8.2 million was granted. In total, the pilot cost €300,000 to set up and run. 
One of the successes was the way that Participatory Budgeting was used to political pressure to enact change. For example for years there had been problems with a major traffic crossing where two major roads, a train track and a tram track all crossed; with different departments responsible for different elements, a solution had never been found.  Following the public pressure exerted through the PB process stakeholders got together and managed to establish a transformative plan involving an underpass. 
Cologne’s PB scheme won the national eGovernment award in Germany (sponsored by the Federal Ministry of the Interior and Bearingpoint and Cisco).
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