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A letter from the Executive Director

Our latest edition of the Open Budget Survey, our
largest round to date, starts with an important premise.
Budgets reflect a country’s priorities—their numbers say
a lot about what choices we prioritize and who and what
we value in society. It is important that governments
open up the public budget process to meaningful
opportunities for people to engage in how to raise and
spend public money.

We are witnessing unprecedented challenges around
the world. Almost half of humanity lives in countries
that spend more on debt payments than health or
education. Millions are at risk of being pushed into
poverty due to climate change. Despite these great
economic challenges, there is increasingly less space
for people to have a say in government. Almost a third
of the world’s population now lives in countries with
closed civic space according to the CIVICUS Monitor
and the right to free expression in particular is under
a ack.

In these turbulent times, governments can restore
public trust in their ability to deliver by opening up the
budget process to meaningful engagement. Engaging
the public is a winning proposition. As the pages of
this report illustrate, despite slow progress in the
survey's global averages for budget transparency and
public participation, there are several examples of
countries that are benefiting from more transparent
and inclusive budget practices. In Tanzania we have
seen how a change in administration has led to

greater willingness to make the budget process more
transparent, including through a new user-friendly
budget portal. The Dominican Republic has made

gains in each consecutive round of the survey—and its
e orts to expand public deliberation around investment
projects helps create a shared sense of buy-in into the
development agenda of one of Latin America’s fastest
growing economies. These bright spots underscore that
an open budget agenda is indeed possible anywhere

as long as there is political will and leadership to drive
reform.

In this latest round, closing civic space and increased
conflicts had an undeniably negative e ect on many
country’'s budget practices. Our local partners who
spearhead the survey o en face great challenges
carrying out this important assessment. Some risk
reprisal for carrying out their work. Some have the

di cult task of working with governments that are
simply trying to “tick the boxes” to improve their score
without truly engaging in a more open and democratic
budget process. Others struggle to undertake this
research in the midst of political instability and conflict.
The Survey would not be possible without our partners’
commitment and professionalism. That is why, during
thisdi cult time, we stand in solidarity with our
partners in Palestine, Sudan, Ukraine and elsewhere
whose lives and livelihoods are at risk.

In the midst of these challenges, we need to
protect what space still exists for meaningful public
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An open budget process
IS critical to supporting

the ability of democratic
governments to deliver
tangible gains to their
people.”
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engagement in how governments raise and spend
public resources. An open budget process is critical to
supporting the ability of democratic governments to
deliver tangible gains to their people. Indeed we have
found that on average, countries with a score of 61 or
greater on the Open Budget Survey (which is considered
su cient budget transparency to allow for meaningful
public engagement) have lower levels of inequality and
greater levels of democracy. While the survey has a
finite scope in terms of what it can tangibly measure in
a country’'s budgetary process, this finding underscores
that accountable national budget practices can indeed
be linked to other positive outcomes.

We must redouble our e orts to support reform
champions across civil society and government and
continue to show the relevance of fiscal accountability
for key issues people care about— from understanding
your country’s debt decisions to ensuring budgets

are spent on social programs. We must support
governments that are beginning their journey to
promote fiscal accountability, seize windows of
opportunity for reform, and solidify gains where
sustained progress is possible. We must also support
oversight champions like national audit institutions
and legislators to strengthen their role in holding
government to account for how they spend public
money. Most importantly, we must continue to advocate
for budget processes that are not just open based

on a score, but that truly allow for everyday people to
access relevant information and generate and leverage
evidence to ensure public money is raised and spent
more fairly. Transparency is not enough to reduce
inequalities and increase the wellbeing of communities

around the world, but it is a necessary ingredient that
has to be coupled with an open civic space and the
active participation of civil society and groups that have
been traditionally excluded.

The Open Budget Survey research process embodies
the spirit and values of our worldwide network of

open budget champions. It is a massive collective
undertaking by local researchers and advocates, peer
reviewers, and government reviewers in 125 countries,
which are home to 7.5 billion people (95% of the world’s
population). This assessment measures the openness
and accountability of budgets that totaled more than
$33.5 trillion in spending in Fiscal Year 2022. Together,
we completed 30,000 indicators across all surveyed
countries, assessing 672 publicly available budget
documents and 299 participation mechanisms. Through
our collective analysis we have been able to surface
key trends, sound the alarm on emerging concerns
and spotlight bright spots that serve as a roadmap

for others to follow. | want to thank our partners for
their continued support and commitment to this
collaborative research and advocacy e ort. | look
forward to our continued collaboration as we share
these results and what they signal for our engagement
e ortsin the months ahead.

Ana Patricia Mufoz
Executive Director
May 2024
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Introduction

Samkelisiwe Patience Phewa is a
dedicated organizer and leader in South
Africa. She has spent the past 15 years
supporting community engagement,
advocating for informal se lement
upgrades and building government
collaboration, particularly through the
Asivikelane Campaign.
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A budgetis wri en in the language of money, but it
isn't fundamentally about money — it's about values.?
A government’s budget, therefore, reveals what a
government values — what economic and social
challenges it seeks to tackle, and the resources it
dedicates to achieving those goals.2

The pandemic, global debt, inflation, war and climate
change — among other shocks and stresses — have
led to serious setbacks for many. Structural inequality is
growing. Today, almost half the world lives in countries
that spend more on debt payments than on health or
education.# Global temperatures are the ho eston
record, and the World Bank estimates that 68 to 135
million people could be pushed into poverty by 2030
because of climate change.2 These are just a few of
the challenges that have forced governments to make
tough choices with strained resources — and revealed
values.

Many governments have not included the public in
the deeply consequential decisions around raising and
spending scarce public resources. That is a missed
opportunity.

The budget process provides countless opportunities
for governments to share information about how they
are using public resources and why. The process can
also give everyday people the opportunity to give
governments community-generated evidence and
local input so that decisions reflect the needs and
priorities of the public. Engaging the public is a winning
proposition that can help restore the people’s trust

in government’s ability to deliver economic dividends
and improve lives. This trust is sorely needed at a time
when people’s support for democracy is at an all-time

low and they are calling for a greater voice in politics
and policymaking. When public participation is robust,
governments can deliver public goods and services
more e ectively and reduce corruption. We have seen
the power of communities and government working
together. For instance, in South Africa, the auditor
general collaborates directly with a group of residents
under a campaign called Asivikelane, which gathers
reliable data from nearly 600 informal se lements to
determine whether the government is spending as
promised on water and sanitation services.®

A more open national budget process can drive greater
accountability and open the doors to more meaningful
engagement between government at all levels and
everyday people. In these pages, we will assess national
budget practices in 125 countries — the largest number
of countries ever included in the Open Budget Survey
— looking at the transparency of budget processes, the
roles and responsibilities of legislatures and auditors,
and opportunities for meaningful public participation.
Individual countries are profiled to highlight broader
trends in the survey data and to underscore that

the national budget is a promise book and a social
contract — not simply a technical document. The
International Budget Partnership’s network of civil
society partners and their tireless work to leverage the
power of budgets to improve lives and livelihoods are
given particular a ention. As we publish the 9th edition
of the Open Budget Survey since 2006, we will zero in
on the progress governments, legislatures, auditors,
civil society, communities, individuals and other
stakeholders have achieved together to make budgets
more open and accountable as well as outline steps
that need to be taken to weave the values of equity and
inclusion into the fabric of all budget decisions.

For me, the budget became not just a technical document
that guided ministries, departments and agencies about

their spending priorities, but also a promise book. It was
no longer just a government document.”

- Jeane e Calder, Jamaica Accountability Meter Portal !
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Survey Findings

A governmento cial addressing
members of the Indonesian Traditional
Fishers Union (KNTI) during an
inspection of the fisherfolk community
in Medan, Indonesia.
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The Open Budget Survey (OBS) is the world’s longest running

and only independent measure of budget transparency, public
participation and oversight at the central government level.
Transparency helps the public understand the government's budget
priorities; participation mechanisms enable them to contribute

to these priorities; and formal oversight of the budget from the
legislature guides and scrutinizes budget choices while audit
institutions assess the legality, e ciency and e ectiveness of public
spending.

Figure 1. Open Budget Transparency 45
Survey 2023 global ) L

Public Participation 15
average scores

Legislative Oversight 45

Audit Oversight 62

The survey assesses transparency by evaluating the public's access
to eight key budget documents, which should be widely available
during the budget cycle, and the comprehensiveness of the
information in the documents. In this pillar, countries have made
notable progress. Since 2008, global transparency scores have
increased by more than 20%, and in this latest round, there was a
one point increase in the average transparency score for the same
120 countries assessed in both OBS 2021 and OBS 2023.2 However,
OBS 2023 finds the global average transparency score is only 45 out
of 100, which is far from a score of 61 — the benchmark for indicating
su cient levels of budget information are publicly available and can
support informed public debate on the budget. We also continue to
see that countries are much be er at releasing budget documents
early in the budget cycle but much less likely to produce documents
that show how budgets are executed. Forty percent of countries

fail to publish regular In-Year Reports or a Year-End Report on the
execution of the budget, and 57 percent do not publish a Mid-Year
Review. This is critically important — the “rubber hits the road”
when funds are spent. The public needs information at the budget
execution stage to assess if their governments are spending as
promised on key areas, like social programs.

In terms of public participation, the survey assesses formal
opportunities for the public to interact with the executive,

legislature and national audit o ces, also known as the supreme
audit institution (SAl), across the four stages of the budget cycle.

This pillar of budget accountability continues to be the weakest,

with an average global score of 15 out of 100. Among countries
included in both OBS 2021 and OBS 2023, the public participation
score increased by two points since the last round. Although most
countries (83%) have at least one participation mechanism, countries

Economic-beat journalists from Nepal’s
mainstream media participate in an
audit accountability training organized
by Freedom Forum and the o ce of the
Auditor General Kathmandu, July 2020.
Photo by Freedom Forum.
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We need to raise the
people’s awareness
that the programs and
budget allocations

are not a gift from the
government ... you
have the right to ask
about allocations and
expenditures.”

- Pratigya Neupane, National
Association of Rural Municipalities of
Nepal (NARMIN) £
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are much less likely to have participation mechanisms
in the implementation stage of the budget cycle. Line
ministries are also much less likely to have budget-
related participation mechanisms, compared to finance
ministries, legislatures and national audit o ces.

In terms of oversight, the survey assesses the role and
e ectiveness of the legislature and SAI. The average
audit oversight score is 62 out of 100. This pillar has
been relatively stable over the last several rounds of the
survey, although follow-through on audit findings by the
executive and legislatures is still an area that could be
bolstered. Worryingly, legislative oversight has steadily
declined over the last two survey rounds, falling three
points from its pre-COVID-19 pandemic mark. During
that time, many executive governments bypassed
legislatures under the pretext of emergency powers,
and we have not seen legislative oversight rebound. The
global average legislative oversight score is 45 out of
100.

Figure 2 shows the global average score changes in
transparency, public participation, and legislative and
audit oversight for comparable countries between the
survey round in 2019 and this latest round.

Transparency: a tale of
two trajectories

The OBS 2023 global average budget transparency
score for the 125 countries evaluated is 45 out of 100,
which means that governments in most countries do
not provide adequate information on the budget to the
public. This latest survey's global average saw a modest
increase of one point in budget transparency among
the 120 countries assessed in this and the last round,
but beneath this increase is a story of two trajectories.
When we look at average regional scores, it becomes

Figure 2. Global average score changes in transparency, public participation, legislative oversight, and audit

oversight from OBS 2019 to OBS 2023

Average score (out of 100)

Transparency

Public Participation

Legislative Oversight Audit Oversight

Note: Compares the 117 countries assessed in OBS 2019, OBS 2021 and OBS 2023.
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clear that some regions are faring be er than others.
As Figure 3 illustrates, among comparable countries
since 2012, East Asia & the Pacific and Sub-Saharan
Africa have had the steepest increases over time. Their
progress, along with that of Eastern Europe & Central
Asia and Latin America & the Caribbean, contrasts with
a significant fall over time in South Asia, stagnation

in Western Europe, U.S. & Canada, and continued low
performance in the Middle East & North Africa (albeit
improving over time).

While the sharp drop in South Asia in OBS 2023 was
precipitated by the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, the
whole region has seen a steady downward trajectory
since 2017. Volatility has characterized the publication of
budget documents in the region. For example, Pakistan,
which had made notable progress in the previous round
of the survey, retreated back to its 2019 transparency
scores. At the same time, gains in other countries in the
region in OBS 2023 only indicate recovery of ground lost
in previous rounds of the survey. In South Asia, erosion
of democratic norms has a ected budget transparency.®

Figure 3. Regional trends in transparency, 2012-2023

473

In the Middle East & North Africa, only Jordan scores
close toasu cientlevel of budget transparency (a
transparency score of 61 or more). As is the case in
South Asia, there has been volatility in the publication
of budget documents across consecutive rounds of the
OBS. During this survey research period, for instance,
the dissolution of Tunisias parliament meant that the
country failed to publish its most important budget
policy document — the budget proposal — because
there were no lawmakers to approve and review the
budget. Meanwhile, many countries in the region
continue to operate at a significantly low budget
transparency base.l

On a brighter note, regions such as East Asia & the
Pacific have made notable gains over time, and Sub-
Saharan Africa and Eastern Europe & Central Asia in
particular stand out in OBS 2023.

In Sub-Saharan Africa, Benin, Cameroon, Madagascar,
Namibia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Tanzania and Zambia
have increased their transparency score by at least

10 points since the previous round of the survey. With
the exception of a dip in 2017, the region has seen

2717
g
= *Su cient budget information
o
5 58 58
) 4 55 56 55
IS 52 51 52
3 50 50 5051 =2 51
%]
g 44
g 39 41 42
s 37 38
%)
c
g
=1
(4]
&
o 29 24 24
z 21
20
< 18
NwoEo 5o Lo S 5o Suboge Suboge SLboge NLbkogo
888(\,82 888N8N SRS RL R AIRRRL K|RIAIKRLKRL RRIK|LRL IR]K|LRES
Western Europe  Eastern Europe East Asia Latin America South Asia Sub-Saharan Middle East
U.S. & Canada & Central Asia & Pacific & Caribbean Africa & North Africa

Note: Compares the 100 countries assessed since OBS 2012



SURVEY FINDINGS

OPEN BUDGET SURVEY 2023

sustained progress since 2008, driven by strides in the
timely publication and increased comprehensiveness
of the eight key budget documents that are required by
international standards to be released throughout the
budget cycle. With 41 countries, this region is almost
twice the size of any other in the survey and includes a
diversity of countries that are among the highest and
the lowest scorers worldwide. Many recent gains, such
as in the countries highlighted above, have been among
countries starting from a low budget transparency base.

In Eastern Europe & Central Asia, 13 countries now
provide su cient levels of budget transparency —
more countries than in any other region. Over the

past decade, countries in the region have made
improvements for a variety of reasons. For example, in
some countries there has been strong public support
for greater transparency, while others have improved
their transparency frameworks as part of their European
Union (EU) accession process or as a precondition for
budgetary support.t

Country example: Tanzania —
reaping the fruits of opening civic
space

Gains in Tanzania, which saw a 20 point rise in

its transparency score, were propelled by a new
government and a newfound political will to open up
civic space and collaborate with civil society.

In 2021, Tanzanias first woman president, Samia Suluhu
Hassan, took o ce.Onceino ce, President Hassan
began to ease previous restrictions on media freedoms
and open up civic space. Her administration also started
to take steps to increase budget transparency as part of

an overall reform e ortand to help a ract foreign direct
investment. According to the World Trade Organization,
a country that takes steps to make its policies and
institutions more transparent can expect significant
increases in foreign investment, as informed investors
be erunderstand the risks they undertake.2

These policies were a departure from the previous
regime’s, which in 2015 withdrew from the Open
Government Partnership, a multistakeholder
initiative that aims to make governments more open,
accountable and responsive to their public. Under
the new leadership, the Ministry of Finance, UNICEF,
and IBP’s local partner HakiElimu established a
formal partnership to jointly identify missing budget
information and develop a roadmap for reform,
including greater consistency in the publication

of budget documents and improvements to the
comprehensiveness of budget information included in
those documents.

Bringing civil society to the table means bringing

di erent expertise and credibility from the public, and
thus be er solutions. For instance, the government of
Zanzibar wanted to publish a citizens budget, which
aims to make complex budget information more
accessible and understandable to the public. UNICEF
and HakiElimu worked alongside the President O ce,
Finance and Planning (POFP) of Zanzibar to prepare

a citizens budget. In May 2023, a citizens budget for
Zanzibar was launched — just one example of how civil
society can bridge the gap between government and
the public.

Tanzania also improved transparency by upgrading
its budget website, underscoring the importance of

Anna Marwa, Gender Empowerment O cer
at PELUM Tanzania, teaching small women
farmers how to sustainably farm their lands

and advocate for participation in land rights
issues. Mangara village, Kilimanjaro region.
Photo by Micheal Goima for International
Budget Partnership.
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investing in strong processes to both leverage and
maintain technological solutions. O entimes, technical
glitches or even hacking of government websites can
hinder the accessibility of budget information. In this
latest survey round, at least eight countries su ered
from budget website outages, external hacks, blockages
caused by political crises, and inconsistencies arising
from website restructurings.

In Tanzania, the Ministry of Finance’s old website had
sometimes been nearly impossible to access during
the previous survey round. The new one, by contrast,
has been more user friendly and accessible. And

as challenges cropped up during the latest survey,

the ministry worked closely with the government
communication unit responsible for the management
of the website to solve them. They prepared a roadmap
for publishing budget information in a way that is user-
and stakeholder-driven and continue to monitor and
maintain the site.

Country example: Moldova —
combating misinformation
The Moldovan government managed several crises in

parallel: the Russian invasion of neighboring Ukraine
and the ensuing refugee and energy crises, all of which

translated into social problems with a budgetary impact.

Starting from the first months of the war in Ukraine,
while Moldova was mobilizing its internal resources to
address the spillover e ects, the Ministry of Finance
made huge e orts to improve the disclosure and use
of budget information to show how they were handling
the crises. They published clear summaries, produced
videos and spoke on a daily basis with the press —
demonstrating their recognition that communicating
budgetary decisions can be as important as the
budgetary process itself.

Three key lessons surfaced during this period:

1. E ective communications is critical. The Ministry

of Finance has an important role to play in not only
shepherding public finances, but also in sharing
budgetary information, including the rationale behind
decisions. The ministry must take primary responsibility
for communications. But it can also partner with civil
society to disseminate key budget information and
improve budget literacy among the public.

2. Diversity of experience in leadership leads to be er
outcomes. Both the Moldovan Minister of Finance and
the Minister of Social Protection during the survey
period held backgrounds in business and civil society.
This range of experience meant they understood the
needs and priorities of diverse stakeholders outside
government. In the case of the Minister of Finance,
Dumitru Budianschi had worked previously as the
Open Budget Survey researcher for Expert-Grup, a local
think tank. Together, the ministers’ backgrounds proved
influential in identifying channels to communicate their
e ortstodi erent stakeholders. They could also budget
more credibly by making more accurate assumptions
about how various external factors might a ect the
budget and their ability to spend as intended. When the
assumptions underlying policies are more realistic, the
risk of significant budget deviations goes down.

3. Institutionalizing reforms ensures they stick. Before
Moldova was first assessed by the Open Budget Survey
in 2017, the government did a self-assessment using the
survey methodology in 2012 and 2015, and ever since
has made regular improvements in budget transparency.
Moldovas’s leap in score from 65 to 81 during this
round of the survey can be a ributed to e ective
communication with the public and civil society d
a time of war. Nevertheless, unless these reforms a
institutionalized, such as through 