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The experiment in participatory governance in Porto Alegre, Brazil
stands apart from many other similar attempts to institute civic gover-
nance in Brazil and Latin America. Its breadth and scope distinguish it
from other efforts, past and present, that simply do not involve as
many persons or, more commonly, do not devolve as much decision-
making power to popular mandate. Its central institutional feature of
utilizing neighborhood-based deliberation also sets it apart from par-
ticipatory governance schemes that rely on organized civil society
through sectoral interfaces, for example by calling upon teachers to
consult on education policy. It is also unusual because it has served the
Workers’ Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores, PT) well, securing for it
three uninterrupted terms at the helm of municipal government and,
recently, largely as a result of the successes in Porto Alegre, a term at
state government. Its record on good governance also stands in con-
trast to many well-known electoral and institutional failures of leftist
municipal administrations: São Paulo, Fortaleza, and Florianópolis in
Brazil, or Caracas in Venezuela, as well as a number of much more lim-
ited participatory experiments in Montevideo, Uruguay and Córdoba,
Argentina.1

Despite the recent attention paid to Porto Alegre’s innovative institu-
tions, as well as a general interest in “participatory governance,”2 little
of this work explicitly addresses the theory of deliberative democracy –
a body of thought that straddles normative and practical concerns of
democratic governance.3 Deliberative democratic accounts vary in the
attention they give to institutional arrangements, and here I will focus
on the account of Empowered Participatory Governance of Fung and
Wright. EPG develops an institutional model that would guarantee
fairness and efficiency within a deliberative framework.4 Deliberative
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democratic theory refers to a body of political thought that seeks to
develop a substantive version of democracy based on public justifica-
tion. More than “discussion-based” democracy, it calls for the
deliberation of citizens as reasonable equals in the legitimate exercise
of authority. It offers a way of transforming the preferences and inten-
tions of citizens to enhance the possibilities for social cooperation.5

The empowered participatory governance proposal is an extension,
and further iteration, of these accounts. What distinguishes this inter-
vention from many others is its concern with institutional arrange-
ments. A central feature of “real utopian thinking” is that it places
affirmative responsibility on institutional design to bring real-world
institutions closer to normative “utopian” ideals. The empowered
participatory governance proposal is an ideal-typical design proposal
for deliberative decision-making and pragmatic problem-solving
among participants over specific common goods, and is in principle
applicable to a wide range of situations. It centers on reforms that
devolve decision-making to local units that are supported, but not
directed, by a central body. These units are in turn empowered to enact
their decisions. This model aims to foster redistributive and efficient
decision-making that is deliberative and democratic and superior to
command-and-control structures in several dimensions.

A number of empirical questions arise in light of existing experi-
ments that more or less meet the model’s criteria. For example, can
deliberative democracy ever be fair, or will those who are more power-
ful or well resourced dominate? While answers to these questions will
not doom or “prove” the model, they raise issues about institutional
features – which ones work and which ones bring us closer to norma-
tive ideals – that together with comparative and theoretical work can
help to advance the theoretical and practical agenda of democratic
reform. I will use the Porto Alegre experiment to raise three broad,
central problems in the theoretical model: the problem of inequality,
the problem of uneven civil society development, and the problem of
politics. Based on a number of indicators about the Porto Alegre exper-
iment collected between 1997 and 2000, I examine the implications of
these problems and their solutions in this case, and offer extensions to
the EPG model.

Each of the “problems” for the model is in reality an extension of the
“real-world” question inspired by the call to utopian thinking: what
are the difficulties encountered in the implementation of this design?
The “problem” of inequality is not that persons are unequal, but that
differences between them may hinder fair deliberation. Are participa-
tory meetings dominated by certain citizens, for example? The “civil
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society problem” concerns the impact of EPG upon autonomous civil
society and how participatory institutions should “interface” with sec-
ondary associations that have uneven capacities. Do EPG fora empty
out civil society or privilege areas rich with secondary associations?
The “politics” problem is the question of whether such experiments
thrive only in certain political contexts. When do EPG proposals call
forth opposition from the powerful? What institutional features might
account for their durability in the face of uncertainty?

In this spirit, then, I offer three critical reinterpretations. After a very
brief discussion of the institutions of the participatory governance in
Porto Alegre, I argue in the next section that the experiment offers a
successful resolution of the problems of deliberation among unequals
through its didactic functions. In the following section, I argue that the
experiment also offers a hopeful example of how this relationship
might work in a way that fosters new associations in unorganized areas
of civil society. Finally, the very success of the participatory experiment
necessarily begs the question of the context under which it has thrived.
Here I argue that we should not forget legitimacy-enhancing features
that, in a democratic context, foster its reproduction. These three
types of concern should occupy a more central place within the EPG
proposal.

I Background: Institutions of Participatory
Governance

When the Popular Front, an electoral alliance headed by the PT,
achieved victory in Porto Alegre in 1989 there was little agreement as
to what, exactly, the “PT way” of governing6 would look like, beyond
a broad agreement on democratizing and decentralizing the adminis-
tration, reversing municipal priorities toward the poor, and increasing
popular participation in decision-making. Attending to a longstanding
demand of The Union of Neighborhood Associations of Porto Alegre
(UAMPA), which already in its 1985 congress called for a participatory
structure involving the municipal budget, PT administrators developed
a set of institutions that extended popular control over municipal bud-
geting priorities.

Developing participatory institutions while managing a city of the
size of Porto Alegre posed a number of difficulties for administrators.
The city of Porto Alegre, the capital of the industrialized and relatively
wealthy state of Rio Grande do Sul, stands at the center of a metropoli-
tan area of almost three million persons. And although the city of 1.3
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million enjoys high social and economic indicators, with its life
expectancy (72.6) and literacy rates (90 percent) well above national
average, it is also highly segregated economically.7 Almost a third of its
population lives in irregular housing: slums and invaded areas. These
slums fan outward from the city center, with the poorest districts gener-
ally the farthest from downtown, and generate geographically distinct
economic and social zones throughout the city. This socio-geographic
configuration poses distinctive obstacles to drawing representative
popular participation.

The Orçamento Participativo (OP), or the “Participatory Budget”
(henceforth PB) has evolved over the years into a two-tiered structure
of fora where citizens participate as individuals and as representatives
of various civil society groups (neighborhood associations, cultural
groups, special interest groups) throughout a yearly cycle. They delib-
erate and decide on projects for specific districts and on municipal
investment priorities, and then monitor the outcome of these projects.
The process begins in March of each year with regional assemblies in
each of the city’s sixteen districts. These large meetings, with occa-
sional participation of upwards of a thousand persons, accomplish two
goals. First, they elect delegates to represent specific neighborhoods in
successive rounds of deliberations. Second, participants review the pre-
vious year’s projects and budget. The mayor and staff attend these
meetings to reply to citizens’ concerns about projects in the district.
The number of delegates allocated to each neighborhood increases
with attendees according to a diminishing marginal formula.8 Neigh-
borhood associations or groups are responsible for electing their own
delegates.

In subsequent months, these delegates meet in each of the districts
on a weekly or bimonthly basis to learn about the technical issues
involved in demanding projects as well as to deliberate the district’s
needs. The number of participants varies, but forty to sixty persons
regularly attend in most districts. In a parallel structure of thematic ses-
sions, delegates deliberate projects that affect the city as a whole rather
than those that concern specific neighborhoods. At both of these kinds
of meeting, representatives from each of the municipal government’s
departments attend to address issues that touch specific departmental
competencies. These smaller Intermediary Meetings come to a close
when, at a Second Plenary Meeting, regional delegates vote to ratify the
district’s demands and priorities and elect councilors to serve on the
Municipal Council of the Budget.

This council is a smaller forum of representatives. It is composed of
a portion of representatives from each of the districts and thematic
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meetings. Its main function is to reconcile the demands from each dis-
trict with available resources and to propose and approve a municipal
budget in conjunction with members of the administration. Its forty-
two members meet biweekly with representatives of municipal govern-
ment over several months. Councilors – two per district and two per
each of the five thematic areas – maintain links with organizations and
individuals in their districts during this phase. In addition to developing
a city budget, this group amends the scope and rules governing the
process itself. In recent years, procedural changes have included
increasing the scope of areas covered by the PB, broadening the powers
of the Municipal Council of the Budget to cover personnel expenditures
of the administration, and changing the criteria for assessing how
resources are to be allocated to each of the districts.9 The steps in this
annual process are depicted in Figure 2.1.10

Figure 2.1 Annual Cycle of Participatory Budgeting



DEEPENING DEMOCRACY

The Porto Alegre experiment meets the criteria of the empowered
participatory governance proposal in a number of interesting ways.
First, the process creates direct deliberation between citizens at the
local level and devolves substantial amounts of decision-making
power to these local settings. These citizens are involved in pragmatic
problem-solving, and in monitoring and implementing solutions
achieved. These deliberative processes occur continuously over the
years, and thus provide opportunities for participants to learn from
mistakes. These local units, though vested with substantial decision-
making power, do not function completely autonomously from other
units or from central monitoring units. Rather, central agencies offer
supervision and support of local units but respect their decision-
making power. In this case, support comes from the administration in
the form of regional agents who act as non-voting facilitators.11

The Porto Alegre experiment also shows how complex management
of a whole city can occur through combinations of direct and represen-
tative democracy. The higher tier of the participatory structures, the
Municipal Council of the Budget, brings together representatives of
each of the districts. They deliberate on the rules of the process as a
whole as well as on broad investment priorities; they also act as inter-
mediaries between municipal government and regional activists, bring-
ing the demands from districts to central government, and justifying
government actions to regional activists.12 Participatory governance
has expanded beyond participatory budgeting meetings to new fora
that now include social service and health provisions, local school
policy, and human rights. And the PB itself has grown to include invest-
ments in education, culture, health, social services, and sports.

As part of a joint strategy to make urban improvements in the
lowest-income areas while “cleaning up” public finances, the participa-
tory budget has improved the quality of governance. The percentage of
the public budget available for investment has increased to nearly 20
percent in 1994 from 2 percent in 1989. The legitimacy of public deci-
sions from the PB has also made possible additional public finance
improvements such as property tax increases and higher tax collection
rates.13 The proportion of municipal expenses in service provision to
expenses in administration has also improved.14 Of the hundreds of
projects approved, investment in the poorer residential districts of the
city has exceeded investment in wealthier areas as a result of these
public policies. Each year, the majority of the twenty to twenty-five
kilometers of new pavement has gone to the city’s poorer peripheries.
Today, 98 percent of all residences in the city have running water, up
from 75 percent in 1988; sewage coverage has risen to 98 percent from
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46 percent.15 In the years between 1992 and 1995, the housing depart-
ment (DEMHAB) offered housing assistance to 28,862 families,
against 1,714 for the comparable period of 1986–88; and the number
of functioning public municipal schools today is 86 against 29 in
1988.16 Similarly, these investments have been redistributive; districts
with higher levels of poverty have received significantly greater shares
of investment.

The PB has enjoyed increasing levels of popular engagement over the
years, although participation rates have recently stabilized. Despite
potential barriers posed by their technical and time-consuming discus-
sions, large numbers of participants representing broad segments of the
population have attended. Estimated yearly attendance at the PB, gen-
erated by a measure of participants in first-round meetings, is shown in
Figure 2.2. An analysis of participation per district, not reported here,
shows that while for the first year presence of associative networks was
a predictor of participation, for every year after that district-level
poverty, and not a strong civil society, predicts participation.17

A survey fielded by myself in conjunction with CIDADE, a local
NGO, revealed that the socio-economic profile of the average partici-
pant at the first meeting of the year in 1998 fell below the city’s average

Figure 2.2 Participation Trends: First-Round Participatory Budget
Meetings, 1990–2000
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in terms of education and income. Over half of participants have
household earnings of four minimum wages or below, and over half
lack education beyond the eighth grade.18 On the other end of the scale,
better-off citizens are underrepresented, as roughly a third come from
households earning five minimum wages or more, against the 55
percent of the city’s residents generally who do so.19

The Porto Alegre PB is a successful instance of empowered participa-
tory governance. As a set of institutions it has achieved efficient and
redistributive decision-making within a deliberative framework that
has also attracted broad-based participation from poorer strata of
Porto Alegre’s citizenry. Nonetheless, its very success raises three
important issues for the model: inequality within meetings, the issue of
civil society interfaces and civic impact, and whether that success
requires particular political conditions.

II Deliberation and the Problem of Inequality

One of the main concerns of the critics of deliberative democracy is
that its fora are likely to reproduce inequalities in society at large. Since
this project addresses local priorities and needs in service provision and
investments in urban infrastructure, it is not surprising that the poor
are well represented. But do they participate as effectively as other
groups? Does their participation yield similar benefits for them? Delib-
erative settings in which citizens meet to debate formally as equals
could be dominated by the more powerful. Criticisms of the “public
sphere” might also apply to deliberative democratic proposals. In one
poignant objection, deliberative democracy may create a fiction of
rational deliberation that is in reality elite rule. More sinisterly, exer-
cises of justification could lend legitimacy to certain inequalities, or to
the political party in control of the project. Despite significant inequali-
ties among citizens, the didactic features of the experiment have
succeeded in large part in offsetting these potentials for domination.
This confirms the expectations of democratic theorists who, while
assuming that persons may come to deliberative settings with certain
inequalities, expect that over time participation will offset them.

For critics like Bourdieu, deliberation and participatory democracy
reproduce hierarchies. On the one hand, they reproduce class hier-
archies; on the other, they reproduce hierarchies of political com-
petence of “experts” over non-experts. Bourdieu denounces the fiction
of “linguistic communism” – that the ability to speak is equally distrib-
uted to all.20 Because language is a medium (as opposed to only an
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instrument) of power, utterances between speakers are always expres-
sions of relations of power between them. The competence to speak
embodies difference and inequality. A privileged class habitus imparts
the technical ability to speak and the standing to make certain state-
ments. This competence is a statutory ability, meaning that “not all lin-
guistic utterances are equally acceptable and not all locutors equal.”21

Linguistic competence is not a simple technical ability, but certain inter-
locutors are not allowed certain speech acts. Bourdieu gives the
example of the farmer who did not run for mayor of his township: “But
I don’t know how to speak!”22

There is also the theoretical expectation that relatively technical dis-
cussions and time pressures on poorer people pose obstacles to
participation. As Jane Mansbridge writes of townhall participants:

These patterns imply that the psychic costs of participation are greater and
the benefits fewer for lower status citizens. In contacting town officials, for
instance, they feel more defensive beforehand and less likely to get results
afterward. In speaking at meetings they feel more subject to ridicule and are
less likely to convince anyone. Each act of participation not only costs them
more but also usually produces less.23

While ethnographic and life-history evidence would be crucial to
account for the full effect of deep inequalities in these meetings, it is
possible here to deploy survey and participation evidence to consider
some of these effects. The survey, discussed above, was administered at
meetings in all districts of the city.24 Figure 2.3 shows the results as a
comparison of the proportion of participants by gender, income, and
education against city-wide proportions at each tier of the process.

There is some stratification at the higher tiers of the process, with
participation by women and persons of low education falling off, while
low income does not seem to affect election. Women are just over 50
percent of general participants, though they make up only 35 percent
of councilors.25 Low-educated persons26 are just over 60 percent of
general participants, but constitute only 18 percent of councilors.
Persons of low income27 make up 33 percent of general participants,
and 34 percent of councilors. The best estimate of race28 of participants
also suggests that there is no evidence of lack of parity on racial
grounds.29 Education appears to have the most pronounced effect, and
particularly so at the highest tier.

There is no evidence, however, that lack of education or gender 
pose insurmountable barriers to effective participation, or that this
stratification results from masculinist prejudice or prejudice against
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less-educated speech. Ethnographic evidence from district-level meet-
ings did not show any pattern of women or the less educated speaking
less often or conceding authority to educated men.30 Interviews among
participants also revealed that they did not perceive such defects.
Common perceptions among activists were like the ones offered by an
old-time community activist, who was asked if low education among
the poor was a problem for the PB:

No. I think it helps the OP, because it begins from below. It is not the suits31

who come here and tell us what to do. It is us. I am a humble person. I have
participated since the beginning. And like me, there are many more poor
people like me who are there with me, debating or helping in whatever way
possible. And so I think the OP is enriching in this way, because it makes
people talk, even the poorest one. It has not let the suits take over.

A survey question about how often a person spoke at meetings painted
a similar picture. Responses to the question: “Do you speak at meet-
ings?” (Always, almost always, sometimes, never) showed that there
was parity between the poor and non-poor, and between the less edu-
cated and the rest. It also found, however, that women reported
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speaking less often than men.32 However, the number of years of partic-
ipation in the PB also turns out to offset this pattern significantly; years
of participation in the process are a powerful predictor of whether
persons will speak. Once we consider only persons with a certain
number of years of experience, we also find that there is no significant
difference between men and women reporting participation, or
between persons with or without formal schooling.33

Statistical analysis of election figures shows a similar pattern. When
we consider several significant intervening variables – as years of expe-
rience, number of ties in civil society, being on the board of directors of
a neighborhood association, and being retired or self-employed –
neither gender nor education nor poverty significantly affected a
person’s chances of election.34 Each additional year of experience
increased chances by 25 percent, and each additional tie in civil society
increased the odds by 55 percent. Being retired increases the odds by
over 200 percent, and being self-employed by over 80 percent.35 These
results together suggest that experience offsets education and gender
disadvantages, and that education effects stem from a person’s likeli-
hood of being elected to a position in civil society and do not directly
result from what counts within PB meetings.36 This evidence also
strongly suggests that the availability of time and women’s “second
and third shifts” of household responsibilities account for many, if not
all, of these differences, particularly with respect to gender. Opinions
such as these are typical:

Men are always flying about. To be a councilor you have to be able to go to
many meetings, in the evenings, and in many different places. So even if you
don’t have a job outside, you still have to take care of the house. So I’d say
this is more difficult for women.37

It’s difficult, but we always find time somehow, because I work, get home
and then I feed the children, then I go to meetings. Sometimes my sister gives
me a hand, sometimes the neighbor helps, but it’s difficult.38

This analysis of inequality within participatory budgeting yields
several insights. First, lack of highly educated speech does not pose a
high barrier. Bourdieu’s farmer, who did not “know how to speak,”
might have found in the institutions of participatory governance in
Porto Alegre a place where his type of speech might have been valued.
Certainly there are other standards for valued speech, but these do not
correlate with class or education. It is also clear that outcomes of par-
ticipatory decision-making also do not reflect domination. This
domination would be evident if outcomes were systematically distorted
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in the direction of the distribution of investments toward more power-
ful citizens. If the more powerful had indeed been able to manipulate
outcomes there would not be rules that privileged “regional need” over
number of participants, for instance.39 It is also clear that the hetero-
geneity of persons has not derailed deliberation.40

This experience highlights the importance of the didactic component
of PB meetings. From the perspective of individuals, the institutional
design includes many meetings devoted to learning procedures and
rules, as well as more specific technical criteria for municipal projects.
Persons acquire specific competencies related to budgeting, but also
acquire skills in debating and mobilizing resources for collective goals.
And the evidence suggests there are fair opportunities for advancement
for newcomers.41 One participant with only a few years of schooling,
elected councilor early on in the process, discussed his experience as a
less-educated person:

I had to learn about the process as the meetings took place. The first time I
participated I was unsure, because there were persons there with college
degrees, and we don’t have it, so we had to wait for the others to suggest an
idea first, and then enter the discussion. And there were things from City
Hall in the technical areas, we used to “float.” But with time, we started to
learn.42

An explicit part of the design of the PB is a didactic component inspired
by the “popular education” methodologies of Paulo Freire and the
Ecclesiastic Base Communities.43 As is clear from early materials of the
administration, the ideas of popular educators of urban social move-
ments were an important source of inspiration in how to run meetings
and how to develop norms of dialogue that were respectful of different
types of speech.44 Meeting facilitators are always aware of their func-
tion as partially didactic. One of these facilitators discussed her
functions:

Another task [. . .] is to preserve and help diffuse certain values. The partici-
patory budget demands the construction of cooperation and solidarity,
otherwise the logic of competition and “taking advantage” becomes estab-
lished, creating processes of exclusion. Therefore, negotiations inspired
in a solidaristic practice must be a constant in the pedagogical actions of
facilitators.45

This didactic component is one of the salient features of the PB and
alerts us to the fact that while persons may “naturally” learn from
attending deliberative meetings, intentional design features make the
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learning more or less available to all. The evidence here both confirms
the best expectations of deliberative democratic theory – that vast seg-
ments of participants are able to learn to participate effectively – and
points to the importance of a self-conscious strategy to impart that
learning. That this does not fully offset inequalities suggests that more
institutional intervention is needed, though perhaps in novel ways that
change time commitments necessary for effective participation. On the
whole, however, the profile of the highest tier of participants in budget
meetings shows that this institution is a tremendous advance over tra-
ditional democratic forms in Brazil.46

III Interfaces with Civil Society

Interviews showed that as persons became deeply involved in negotia-
tions and became acquainted with other persons in the district involved
in similar problems, they established lasting bonds with activists of
other parts of their district and developed solidarities. This collective
learning lies at the root of the transformations in civil society in Porto
Alegre. Many associations in civil society have emerged since the incep-
tion of the PB. In this section, I develop a second extension to the EPG
proposal around the issue of interfaces with civil society.

One of the vexing issues for the model of empowered participatory
governance is the relationship between deliberative democratic fora
and civil society. Autonomous institutions of civil society are generally
positively valued as the repositories of democratic practices and
impulses in society; organizations in civil society might also have the
best information and access to certain problems that the participatory
scheme is designed to address. Relying on organized civil society in an
institutional design might, for example, inadvertently favor citizens
who are represented by formal and established organizations against
citizens who do not enjoy such representation. It might also inadver-
tently reproduce and harden “movement oligarchies” by giving leaders
of such organizations – that may not meet our normative democratic
standards – additional legitimacy and political capital. There are also a
number of negative expectations about the impact of participatory fora
on civil society. If participatory fora run parallel to – coexist with – civil
society, they may empty out fora of civil society by providing more effi-
cient (and state-backed) channels for addressing collective problems. If
participatory fora interface directly with civil society, might they co-
opt movements? Or might local decision-making fora “balkanize”
political life?47 Cohen briefly addresses another possibility altogether,
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that deliberative democratic institutions might foster new forms of sol-
idarity and help construct civil society:

Notice, however that both the inclusion of nontraditional stakeholders and
the development of deliberative arenas suggests a new possibility: that of
constructing new bases of solidarity through a process of defining and
addressing common concerns. [. . .] In short, these efforts – which could
have very wide scope – have the potential to create new deliberative arenas
outside formal politics that might work as schools of “deliberative democ-
racy” in a special way.48

The Porto Alegre experiment has operated as a “school of deliberative
democracy” rather than co-opting or hollowing out civil society. Partic-
ipatory governance in Porto Alegre has, in fact, fostered new and more
interconnected institutions within civil society. It has renewed leader-
ship in civil society and “scaled up” activism from neighborhoods
to municipal and district levels. Here I briefly explore the institutional
features of participatory budgeting that account for these changes.

One of the most obvious transformations of civil society has been the
rapid rise of new associations throughout the city. Although precise
figures are difficult to establish, estimates for the number of neighbor-
hood associations are shown in Table 2.1.49 The table gives very general
estimates of the trends in the transformation of civil society in Porto
Alegre.

58

Table 2.1 The Development of Civil Society in Porto Alegre, 1986–98

Year Neighborhood Cooperativesb Regional popular
associationsa councilsc

1986 240
1988 300 3
1990 380 5
1994 450 11 8
1996 500 32 11
1998 540 51 11

a Functioning neighborhood associations, estimated from unpublished documents from
UAMPA, The Union of Neighborhood Associations of Porto Alegre, from CRC, the
Center for Community Relations of the Municipality of Porto Alegre, and Baierle,
A explosão. 

b Estimated number of housing cooperatives from interviews. 
c Popular councils are district-level voluntary entities that coordinate neighborhood

associations.
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The rise in the number of associations has been dramatic, and
follows the increasing success of the PB throughout the years. By my
conservative method50 of estimation, associational density has almost
doubled. Neighborhood associations are not the only type of organiza-
tion in civil society. A number of other types of entity, such as Samba
schools, religious and cultural groups, soccer clubs, mothers’ clubs,
social movements, professional organizations, and unions are part of
civil society. In regional settings, many of these other entities revolve or
center around the neighborhood association. There is also a limit to the
number of neighborhood associations, which can help prevent an infla-
tion in the measure due to credentialing. My survey of associational life
in three of the city’s districts found that 80 percent of associations held
meetings at least once a month, and that over half had meetings more
than once a month.

Popular Councils measure the interconnectedness of associational
life. The creation of functioning popular councils was an innovation in
civil society during this period. From Table 2.1 we see that the number
of regional popular councils today is much greater than before, and
almost all function with greater regularity. Popular councils are
autonomous institutions that hold regular regional meetings on a
weekly or bimonthly basis for representatives of neighborhood associ-
ations as well as independent citizens wishing to discuss the district’s
problems. The founding statutes of one of these councils, in the
Partenon district, states that its purposes are:

1. To obtain and share information about the municipal administration . . .
2. To monitor public institutions . . .
3. To decide upon questions referent to our district, to the city, the state,

and the country.
4. To create proposals to the public administration.
5. To define proper policies in the areas of transportation, social service

delivery . . .
6. To participate in the planning of the city, state, and country.
7. To foster and support popular organizations.51

While popular councils do not exercise power over neighborhood asso-
ciations, or over the PB, they often coordinate activities between neigh-
borhood associations (to make sure a fund-raiser will not overlap with
a cultural event in a nearby neighborhood), settle disputes among them
and, more importantly, deploy collective resources to solve regional
problems. Often popular councils act as intermediaries between associ-
ations and municipal government, approaching the government with
the moral mandate of forty or fifty active associations. The founding
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statutes above show how popular councils have political goals such as
sharing governance and scrutinizing public administration.

This picture contrasts with the situation in 1988. While much of the
city had little associative activity, neighborhood associations and oppo-
sitional social movements were active in five or six of the sixteen dis-
tricts into which the city is today divided. There was a functioning
umbrella group for neighborhood associations, UAMPA, which
according to a 1988 count, had approximately 150 associations regis-
tered. Today, associational life has grown more dense throughout the
city. The segregated geography of Porto Alegre means that these
changes have occurred most dramatically in the city’s peripheries, areas
with the least prior organization. The poorest districts of the city have
felt the greatest impact.

An activist in the poorest district of the city, Nordeste, who has fol-
lowed the process closely, accounted for these changes:

New leaders appear with new ideas every year and they are hard workers
and full of good intentions. Our district has benefited a lot. Many of the new
vilas now have developed associations to fight through the participatory
budget, and old ones are reopening to go and make their demands in the
participatory budget. Every year two or three new associations appear.52

Activists describe a common pattern of neighborhood association
development that begins with collective mobilization around common
demands. Sometimes there already is a registered, but inactive, associa-
tion for the area. Nonetheless, one or more concerned persons will
begin to attend PB meetings and eventually mobilize a number of con-
cerned neighbors who then attend as an ad hoc group that later
becomes a more permanent association:

We began by attending the participatory budget meeting. There used to be
an association here, but it was more social and less interested in the prob-
lems of our side of the vila. So we went with a different name, and today we
are registered as an association. We were able to get part of the street paved
but we are still going to go back because there is a lot we still need.53

A smaller survey I conducted among “key activists” (n = 104) – regular
participants in a regional forum – in three districts of the city shows
that most participate in a number of different fora. On average,
activists participate in two to three meetings per week, and are regular
attendees in three to four different fora. There were regional differ-
ences, but 44 percent of activists participated regularly in a forum with
a regional or municipal focus other than the PB or regional popular
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council. Almost all activists reported participating regularly in their
local neighborhood association – which suggests that there are signifi-
cant ties between local, regional, and municipal settings.

A number of respondents echoed that this indeed was an important
process for developing more permanent networks of activists. For
example, one woman described her trajectory from initial involvement
in the Forum of Cooperatives to becoming an elected delegate and
councilor, and the way the PB has helped foster enduring bonds:

After starting to participate in the Forum of Cooperatives, I started to
become involved with community leaders and wound up being elected as a
Delegate of the Participatory Budget. At first, I did not understand much,
but with time I started to get it. I got a group together from our cooperative
to come on a regular basis. I then was elected to the Council. There it was
where I really learned what is a movement, what a community leader does.
It was an incredible learning experience in becoming a community leader.54

And a number of municipal mobilizations have resulted. The hunger
campaigns in 1991 and the Human Rights Municipal Conference of
1997 drew activists from all districts as regular participants. A kind of
city-wide solidarity emerged from participatory governance. Some of
these municipal initiatives such as the human rights conference are
sponsored by City Hall, but they have been peopled and organized by
community leaders from participatory fora. Participants in the process
often recounted that civil society had changed in these directions –
toward municipal and regional focus – and they often thought that the
process had compelled them to broaden their own horizons and see
themselves as activists for a larger collective:

As delegate and councilor you learn about the district, meet new persons,
become a person who has to respond not only to your association, but also
to the district as a whole and the city as a whole. I participated in the two
congresses to decide the Plano Diretor [municipal planning priorities] and
since I have worried about the city as a whole. After a year, I learned not to
look only at the district, but that you have to look at the city as a whole.55

Consider the institutional features (and their alternatives) of participa-
tory governance in Porto Alegre that account for these changes. One of
the most salient features is its manner of recognizing participants and
collectives. In the late 1980s, leftists in Brazil debated how leftist gov-
ernments should interact with civil society. In São Paulo, for example,
after the PT victory in 1989, some held that popular councils should be
consultative and others argued that they should be deliberative. If
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popular councils were consultative, they would be part of the govern-
ment’s organizational structure, and if they were deliberative they
would remain as autonomous associations inserted into municipal gov-
ernment.56 In Porto Alegre, an early vision of interaction with
organized civil society – presidents of neighborhood associations, for
instance – gave way to a “laissez faire” relationship to civil society.

A hallmark of the PB is that anyone can in principle participate in
deliberations. At meetings of the PB where organizations are counted,
participants are asked which organization they represent in order to
tally votes, but the deliberative processes do not discriminate between
“actually existing” neighborhood associations and a momentary
association of persons who decide to call themselves a “street com-
mission.” Some leaders of the neighborhood movement felt “slighted,”
but the practice reduces the advantages of prior organization. It has
created a system that actually fosters the creation of new associations,
as well as the creation of parallel organizations to counter unres-
ponsive ones.

But participatory institutions here address issues that were already
central to civil society concerns. For instance, in Porto Alegre in 1989,
many neighborhood associations contested the poor quality of urban
infrastructure and services. Municipal government might also have
created deliberative channels to address environmental issues or the
cultural policy of city government, both of which have since become
part of participatory governance. Both would have no doubt attracted
activists, but would not have attracted the attention of civil society as
the PB did, and would not have reshaped it. Because significant propor-
tions of the activities of neighborhood associations went to securing
urban services and the PB offered a completely novel way of achieving
those goals, civil society evolved even as it transformed its relations
with municipal government. As an interviewee reiterated:

Before you had to go to the vereador’s (councilperson) office when you had
to get something done, you had to go and sit in his waiting area, sometimes
for more than a whole day. When you saw him you told him why you
needed this street or materials for the (neighborhood) association building.
It was always an exchange. Or you would bring a petition with lots of signa-
tures to DEMHAB to show you had respect in the community. Today it is
different. This brought big changes to the associations, because it was what
we mostly used to do.57

Importantly, the PB has also made some of the principal tasks of neigh-
borhood associations much easier. As another interviewee states,
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Before the participatory budget, the associations used to work by them-
selves. Each one would write up its demands and go to the government.
Today, 90 percent of the business of associations is through the participa-
tory budget. All our main demands are through the participatory budget.
And even complaints are through the participatory budget, because of the
councilors. Councilors can speak directly with the government. Sometimes
a president will take a month to get an audition from the government and a
councilor will get it in a week.58

There is no direct incentive to create an association, as mentioned
earlier, since formal existence is not a requisite for participation. But
the calculus for forming an association has changed. For example, par-
ticipants were asked if they used to participate more or less in civil
society prior to the PB. While 10.2 percent of respondents did indeed
participate less, 26.7 percent participated the same (in addition to now
participating in the OP) and 26.7 percent participated more.59

While not part of the stated goals of the PB, its institutions provide a
number of indirect “subsidies” for civil society. As mentioned earlier,
the PB has individual didactic effects. But the PB also recruits activists
into associations of civil society, and provides political education for
most new activists today. In my smaller survey, of the 104 activists,
approximately half had their start in associative life through the PB. Of
activists with less than five years’ experience, the vast majority had
their start in the PB. Another “subsidy” that it provides is the regional
forum in which activists meet other activists, share information and
learning, and coordinate mobilization across districts. Observers of the
process, such as Gildo Lima, one of the architects of the participatory
structures in the first administration, argue that civil society has indeed
become less locally focussed as a result of the PB, and that a new form
of mobilization has emerged:

This type of mass mobilization campaign has become rapid, dynamic, and
has established a frequent “network of conversations.” While I don’t speak
to my neighbor who lives in front of my apartment, [. . .] in this network the
guy who lives here speaks with the guy who lives on the other side, and the
one who lives really far away, every week because of this process. Many
people do not realize that we have created the capacity for dialogue every
week as a result of the participatory budget.60

In the case of the PB, unlike the Associative Democracy proposal of
Cohen and Rogers,61 there are no institutional checks on associations
for standards of democracy. And while this design has succeeded in fos-
tering new associations, there is no assurance of the “internal quality”
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of these organizations. While architects and managers of the PB in
Porto Alegre are well aware that certain neighborhood associations
may leave something to be desired in terms of certain procedural stan-
dards, City Hall has nevertheless maintained the position not to inter-
fere in popular organization. The experience of political repression, or
of state-controlled labor unions and neighborhood associations in
Brazil’s recent past, accounts for this reluctance to interfere. But an
additional feature functions as a potential check: just as the PB will rec-
ognize any association, the door is always open for parallel groups to
lay claim as associations also. The PB allows for persons to associate
informally and to represent a district or a neighborhood, whether or
not it is officially in existence. If a recognized association is not suffi-
ciently responsive to persons in a community, members may “secede”
through the PB and eventually become dominant by earning respect by
achieving goals in the PB.

IV The Context of Participatory Reform

A final issue for the model of empowered participatory governance is
the enabling context of participatory reforms. Many of the other
Workers’ Party administrations that were elected in 1988 and 1992,
such as that of São Paulo (1989–92), failed and so discredited the
municipal branch of the party. Other municipal administrations who
experimented with comprehensive participatory reforms, like the Flo-
rianópolis administration (1992–96) in the state of Santa Catarina,
under the Popular Socialist Party (PPS) did not achieve re-election.
While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss in detail what
background conditions perhaps made Porto Alegre different from
some of these other cities, here I discuss “what went right” and suggest
that the EPG model ought more fully to consider governance outcomes
as a condition for the reproduction of deliberative institutions in com-
petitive democratic arenas. More specifically, I suggest the issues of
institutional capacity to deliver results for participation enable deliber-
ative democracy to enhance the legitimacy of governance and
sometimes extend that capacity.

One key to the generation of these positive civic outcomes was that
the reforms delivered public goods promptly to convince skeptical and
time-pressed residents that participation is worthwhile. The experi-
ment would have failed as a participatory institution if it had not
produced tangible material improvements.62 Students of urban politics
in Latin America have pointed to “bounded rationality” problems of
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the poor in terms of democratic participation.63 Participation may not
make much sense for poor persons save for an assurance of timely
returns. In highly fragmented social contexts, or where persons are not
accustomed to civic engagement, the equation may be even more stark.
In addition, effective deliberative governance may generate practical
opposition as its redistributive consequences become evident.

Part of the explanation for the success is that “good governance”
has always been central to the PT’s agenda. From this commitment, it
has made significant resources available to the PB. With decentraliza-
tion reforms codified in Brazil’s 1988 Constitution, cities gained new
ways of raising revenue through vehicle, sales, and services taxes. Porto
Alegre has been a relative winner by virtue of being a capital city in a
wealthy state, and has raised enough revenues to keep pace with the
increased fiscal burdens placed by the devolution of social services
while carrying out new investments. The Porto Alegre administration,
with yearly revenues today well over US$150 per person, has the
capacity to offer many more returns than some of the municipal gov-
ernments around Porto Alegre. For example, the commuter cities of
Viamão and Alvorada have elected PT mayors but, with per capita rev-
enues at a fraction of Porto Alegre levels, have failed to draw sustained
attendance in participatory meetings.64

But these successes stem from the way in which participatory gover-
nance in Porto Alegre enhances the legitimacy of government decisions;
this has in turn extended the capacities of municipal government. After
the first year’s budget was drawn up through the PB in Porto Alegre, the
next legal step was to have it approved by the municipal legislative.
While a majority of the city council was hostile to the PB and the
Workers’ Party, the submitted budget was approved without alter-
ations. Popular pressure protected the autonomy of the process;
participants from meetings personally went to the office of councilper-
sons to exert pressure. Despite a negative media campaign, they suc-
ceeded in guaranteeing the budget’s approval.65 The element of public
justification from deliberations over the budget makes it difficult for
politicians in the context of a democracy to oppose something that is a
result of the “public will.” Today, although the PT has not achieved a
majority in the municipal legislature, the budget has been approved
every year without major alterations.

There are other ways in which the legitimacy of the municipal
government has extended its capacities. Genro argues that the PB
has generated public support for raising land-use taxes; these new taxes
were largely responsible for the revenues available for public invest-
ment through the PB.66 And as has been pointed out, the increased
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compliance with taxation has also increased revenues; though it is diffi-
cult to establish the degree to which this results from the PB, the
increased legitimacy of the administration’s policies no doubt help
account for it. The continued ability of the municipal government to
secure financing for projects also comes from public scrutiny of several
thousand citizens over public funds.67

In fact, the success of the Porto Alegre experiment comes from its
legitimacy-enhancing aspects rather than from “exceptional features”
of the city’s history. While Porto Alegre has a unique history of left-
populism dating back to the 1930s, the Workers’ Party came to play a
part in municipal politics in opposition to the left-populist party, the
PDT, winning the 1988 municipal election in large part as a protest
against the PDT’s failures of governance.68 Other cities in Brazil, like
São Paulo, where the PT did not re-elect its administration, possessed
comparable, if not stronger, community movements and supportive
unions. One of the key problems of many early PT administrations was
their inability to give voice to organized social movements within the
administration without succumbing to the charge of privileging
“special interests” and without becoming embroiled in interfaction dis-
putes between social movements within the party.69 The PT administra-
tion in São Paulo, for instance, came under attack for giving “special
privilege” to social movements sympathetic to the party without con-
sidering “the whole city’s interests.” Without a broad-based participa-
tory system that drew participants from outside organized movement
sectors, the municipal government was open to the charge of “left
patronage.”70 And without a clear system of rules for negotiating com-
peting interests, the administration in time also came under attack from
segments of the Party that accused the administration of “class
treason” for attending to the interests of business in certain decisions.71

Enhancing the legitimacy of government may not, by itself, always
assure the reproduction of EPG institutions. But in the case of partici-
patory budgeting, both of these types of problem – charges of patron-
age, and attacks from segments of the base of support of the party for
not giving enough resources – are averted in an open, and transparent,
participatory system like Porto Alegre’s. In fact, PT administrations
have become more successful in gaining re-election as the open style of
participatory reform of the PB has become the standard for municipal
governance. PT municipal governments with Porto Alegre-style partici-
patory budgeting systems were re-elected more often in 1996 than in
1992, and the PT has continued to gain municipal administrations on
the basis of the well-known success of participatory budgeting in deliv-
ering effective governance.
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V Conclusion: On the Fertile Grounds for Utopias

The model of empowered participatory governance offers a set of insti-
tutional designs intended to solve many of the problems of both
command-and-control institutions and inefficient New Left proposals.
Deliberative decision-making that is sufficiently empowered in the
correct way holds promise for efficient, redistributive, and fair deci-
sion-making. The Porto Alegre experiment I have described seems to
both fit the model and confirm its optimistic expectations: high
numbers of participants from several strata of Porto Alegre’s society
have come together to share in a governance structure that has been
efficient and highly redistributive. I raised three issues that I believe
are important across the range of EPG cases by extending the “real-
world question” to a range of situations that ought to be difficulties for
the PB.

I have suggested that despite the strong inequalities of urban Brazil,
participation of the poor and uneducated is present and that the
wealthy and educated do not dominate. The institutional feature of rel-
evance is the didactic component that appears to offset these
tendencies. The lesson is that participatory institutions should include
mechanisms to deal with inequalities specific to their settings, and that
we should reframe “the problem of inequality” as a problem of con-
texts rather than as a problem of persons. The difficulty with lack of
education or of the poverty of participants is not that these are in them-
selves barriers to deliberating or collective problem-solving. Persons
across all walks of life are effective problem-solvers and discussants in
their own affairs. The difficulty involves establishing settings in which
certain types of speech are not more valued than others, and in which
opportunities for learning are broadly available. The data also showed
lack of parity on gender dimensions; however, this may have more to
do with the availability of time and schedules of meetings than deliber-
ative competence per se. It is also clear that the participation of women
in the higher tiers of the PB represents a significant advance over tradi-
tional democratic institutions. The proportion of women in the city
council in Porto Alegre has never been above 10 percent, compared to
over a third of the Council of the Budget.

I also discussed the impact of institutions on civil society. The
remarkably positive impact of the reforms here stems from the type of
interface with civil society and the incentive structures to participation.
The PB supports civil society in a number of indirect ways, creating a
“network of conversation,” training activists, and making the task
of neighborhood associations easier. This impact is not trivial; an
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organized and intermeshed civil society can help sustain a participatory
experiment such as this one by sharing in its responsibilities in ways
that individual citizens cannot. A survey question about how persons
came to find out about budget meetings showed that among poorer
persons, face-to-face interactions, through neighborhood associations
and popular councils, was the main channel. A survey of the sixteen
regions showed that popular councils supported budget meetings
directly and indirectly through advertising them, recruiting new
participants, and running meetings. The impact on civil society may be
more appropriately described as a set of “synergies” than simply as a
one-way support.

I also explored the enabling context for these reforms, the “politics”
that make it possible, and pointed to legitimacy-enhancing features of
participatory reforms that may extend the capacities of government to
carry them out. The ability to satisfy participants’ expectations is, in
the context of strong need and a competitive electoral democracy,
crucial to the survival and reproduction of the institution.

Another sense in which its “politics” are important is related to the
origins of this utopian experiment. One question left for further
research and reflection concerns the role of motivating political visions.
In this case, the raison d’état driving Porto Alegre’s participatory
experiment was a radical democratic vision of popular municipal
control and the inversion of government priorities away from down-
town and toward the peripheries. For many PT administrators,
participatory reforms are part of a broader transformative project. An
early debate in terms of progressive administrations was whether
municipal governments should function with the goal of most efficient
and democratic delivery of services, or play a role in a larger culturally
transformative project. One prominent PT intellectual, Jorge Bittar,
writes in an official publication that:

The inversion of priorities and popular participation are necessary, but not
sufficient, components for a transformative project. An alternative project
of local power must consider actions on two levels: at the municipal political
power and in local society [. . .] the clash with the values that sustain local
hegemony at the local level becomes a conflict that must cross all of our
actions.72

Writings from the early days of the process document lofty objectives
for a popular administration, as when the PT candidate for mayor
Olivio Dutra wrote that popular councils would “restore the histor-
ical legacy of the working classes in giving form and content to
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democracy.”73 Early activists within these reforms were guided by
visions of radical democracy borne of the Ecclesiastical Base Commu-
nities, of labor and urban movements, and of activism within socialist
parties. These “true believers” helped establish popular deliberation
early in the various districts.74 One of the more experienced activists
described his concern for new persons in terms that tell of an activist
calling:

The most important thing is that more and more persons come. Those who
come for the first time are welcome, we have a lot of patience for them,
there is no problem, we let them make demands during technical meetings,
they can speak their mind and their anxieties. We have patience for it
because we were like that once. And if he has an issue, we set up a meeting
for him, and create a commission to accompany him. You have the respon-
sibility of not abandoning him, of staying with him. That is the most
important thing.75

As Cohen writes, deliberative democracy is at its best a process
whereby participants reconsider and reconstruct their preferences.76

The question we can ask is if it makes a difference if deliberation takes
place not just under the aegis of rationality and problem-solving and
with the goal of reforming government, but also under the aegis of
empowerment of the poor and social justice, and with a goal of social
transformation and rupture, visions borne of social movement activism
and oppositional politics.

At the time of writing (2001), the PB appears to have become fully
consolidated. In its fourth term, the administration concentrated on
increasing the quality of the meetings rather than increasing the
numbers of participants. Civil society activists have become concerned,
in fact, with whether the PB has become too successful and whether
civil society has become too oriented toward it.77 The PB has been
extended to state-level government, with ex-Porto Alegre Mayor Olívio
Dutra as governor of the state since 1999, and a number of experiments
with variants of participatory budgeting currently ongoing in over a
hundred PT-controlled cities in Brazil. This large and decentralized
experiment in empowered participatory governance, in a variety of
diverse settings, will show whether variants of PB-style participatory
reforms are robust enough to guarantee successes in a wide variety of
contexts, or whether local variations more suited to local conditions
will generate other novel forms. In either case, the legacy of this experi-
ment should be watched with interest by students of participatory
governance and deliberative democracy.
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Appendix 1: Statistics

I analyzed a representative sample of PB participants drawn from first
plenary meetings in March and April of 1998. Respondents were ran-
domly selected from participants at each regional and thematic
meeting and were asked to answer a questionnaire. If the person had
difficulty in answering the questionnaire in written format, an inter-
viewer would complete the questionnaire. The sample of participants
was roughly 10 percent of the total number of participants. The survey
was designed and applied by myself, members of an NGO, CIDADE,
in Porto Alegre, and municipal government employees. For this analy-
sis, the models were restricted to variables of interest. Independent
variables of interest included Female, an indicator variable that
assumed 1 for female; Poor, an indicator dummy variable for income
up to two minimum wages; Low Ed, an indicator variable for educa-
tion up to the 8th grade. Important intervening variables were the
indicator variables Retired and Self Employed based on self-reporting;
Experience was a count of years of participation in the OP; Ties was the
number of ties in civil society, and Directorate, was an indicator vari-
able of whether the person had been elected to a directory position.

Logistic Coefficients Predicting the Likelihood of Election to Delegate
Position in the OP, 1998

Independent variables Model 1 Model 2 

Female –0.53 (0.20)** –0.48 (0.26)
Poor (1) 0.004 (0.23) 0.10 (0.28)
Low Ed (1) –0.50 (0.21)* –0.21 (0.26)
Years — 0.23 (0.04)***
Ties — 0.44 (0.09)***
Directorate — 0.82 (0.26)**
Retired — 1.18 (0.31)***
Autonomous — 0.59 (0.28)*
Constant –1.64   (0.11)*** –2.11 (0.27)***

Chi-Squared 13.95** 141.91***
–2L.L. 683.53 473.33

Note: numbers in parentheses indicate standard error.
* p < 0.05 

** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001
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Appendix 2: Weights and Criteria for Allocating
Resources

Once municipal priorities for the year’s budget are established by the
Municipal Council of the Budget, specific investments are divided
among the city’s districts according to three criteria:78

1. Lack of the specific public service
Up to 25% of district’s population: 1
26 to 50%: 2
51 to 75%: 3
76 to 100%: 4

2. Total population of the district, in thousands:
Up to 49,999: 1
50 to 99,999: 2
100 to 199,999: 3
above 200,000: 4

3. How the district prioritized the specific service
Fourth or below: 1
Third: 2
Second: 3
First: 4

Appendix 3: Development of Participatory Structures
in Porto Alegre, 1983–98

1983 City-Wide Organization of Neighborhood Associations
founded

1986–89 Failed attempts at City Hall participatory structures
1987 First Popular Councils developed throughout the city
1988 First Health Councils developed
1989 PT victory, participatory budget announced
1990 First rounds of participatory budget meetings, in five

regions
1991 Direct voting for Tutelary Council introduced

Number of regional meetings increased to 16
1992 Number of participants in participatory budget takes off
1992–95 Participatory structures widened to include municipal

councils on housing, social assistance, child and family ser-
vices, and technology
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1993 City-Wide Congress to debate directives
Municipal Health Council

1994 Direct voting for municipal school directors introduced
Theme-oriented meetings introduced

1995 City-wide Forum of Child and Adolescent Services
1996 Human Rights Council instituted

Municipal Councils on human rights, environment
1997 City-Wide Forum of Cooperatives

Participatory planning of schools
1998 Human Rights Conference

Second City-Wide Congress, Health Congress
2000 Thematic meetings expanded to six areas 
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