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PARTICIPATORY BUDGETING 
IN SWEDEN TELLING A 
STORY IN SLOW-MOTION

Sweden has a long tradition of local self-government, officially stated more than 150 

years ago, when the municipalities were assigned the task of running the recently 

established elementary schools. But it was after the World War II, when the develop-

ment of the Swedish welfare state accelerated, that the Swedish Parliament decided 

to place on the municipalities wider responsibilities in terms of public services de-

livery, imagining the local needs could best be met at the local level context. In the 

mid-1800s the Swedish county councils were also created, leaving it up to them to 

deliberate and decide on matters such as the economic situation, agriculture, com-

munications, healthcare, higher education and law and order. Nowadays, Sweden is 

divided into 290 municipalities, 18 county councils, and two regions (Västra Göta-

land and Skåne). There is no hierarchical relation between municipalities, counties 

and regions, since they are just responsible for different activities1. The current Lo-

cal Government Act came into force in 1992, redefining the roles of county councils 

and municipalities, which are today the major employers in the country (around 1,1 

million of individuals or 25% of Swedish workers, 80% of which are women and 85% 

are serving in the care and education sectors, see SKL, 2010).

Today, while counties have a more reduced number of tasks (with healthcare being 

the main one, almost representing 90% of the expenditures), municipalities have a 

strong self-governance mandate on matters related to the inhabitants and their im-

mediate environment (primary and secondary education, childcare, care of elderly 

and disabled people, culture, leisure activities, water supply, sewerage, roadways, 

spatial planning, waste collection and disposal, fire departments and so on) and 

since 1862, they have the right to decide on the level of income tax and financial mu-

nicipal operations. Only around 16% of the municipal average revenues is represent-

ed by transfers from the upper levels of Government: the rest is collected at local 

level through taxes (68%), fees and charges, leases and sale of services and contracts 

(SKL, 2012). Anyway, a complex system of local government financial equalization 

exists, which was updated in 2005, to try to counterbalance local differences and to 

put all municipalities and county councils on an equal footing for conducting their 

activities. The size of the municipalities varies greatly: the smallest municipality 

has 2,400 inhabitants and the largest (Stockholm) 868,000, while an average mu-

nicipality in Sweden counts around 16,000 residents. 

In Sweden, a strong national Association of Local Authorities and Regions (called 

SALAR, or SKL) exists. It represents the governmental, professional and employ-

er-related interests of Sweden’s municipalities and county councils. It strives to 

promote and strengthen local self-government and development of regional and 
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1 The only exception is Gotland, an island 

in the Baltic Sea, whose municipality also 

has the responsibilities and tasks normally 

associated with a county council.

353



local democracy, providing training and consultancies to politicians and public em-

ployees. Since the mid 80’s, it has an International branch which supports global 

democratic community planning and administration at the local and regional lev-

els, using knowledge and experience from Swedish local and regional governments. 

Since August 2000, SKL International is a joint stock company, currently employing 

15 people full time and more than 500 experts.  It also works in cooperation with the 

Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida).

The political panorama counts on approximately 42,000 political assignments in the 

municipalities (around 1% of the adult population in Sweden): 42% of the elected offi-

cials are women and more than 50% are between 50 and 65 years old. The rate of coun-

cilors between the age of 18 and 29 doesn’t exceed 5%. Political parties have always 

been strong at the local level and citizens vote for a party list, not for individuals. 

Because of the parties’ strong position in Sweden, both nationally and locally, and 

because of a well-developed welfare system citizens have not had much influence 

over the decision-making, and Sweden remains one of the countries with a higher 

level of confidence in political authorities and even in parties. Over the past twenty 

years, however, a trend has been focusing on the ability of citizens to freely choose 

their providers of services. This has proceeded (especially since the 90’s) alongside a 

growing program of outsourcing of some services.  Although a sort of monopoly has 

been preserved in some sectors, such as water supply and management.   Here there 

has been a  shy attempt to introduce new forms of private-owned management that 

has proved very unpopular and were strongly opposed by the Swedish population 

(Allegretti, 2011). Anyway, the choice of giving citizens a real influence over deci-

sions about how public resources are to be used has maintained a limited profile, and 

therefore a reduced impact. Somehow, the existence of a system of checks-and-bal-

ances for granting a strong level of accountability has prevented the raise of a strong 

movement in favor of specific participatory measures, as has happened in less trans-

parent countries.

1. A recent switch that led to “discover” PB

But in the last decade, Sweden is testament to a changing society that has been pro-

gressively marked by a slowly growing loss of confidence in political institutions, or 

at least, a diminished interest in participating in political parties, especially from 

the part of young generations. The findings of the “World Values Survey (WVS) 2011”, 

for example, demonstrated a widespread disenchantment with the foundation-

al structures of democracy. The survey found that20% of young people between 18 

and 29 years old declared that they would be willing to sell their vote for a modest 

amount of money, and 28% in exchange for a job. Furthermore, 30% of the young 

interviewed declared that they would support “a strong leader who does not worry 

about Parliament and general elections”, 14% a military junta, and only 23% proved 

very convinced that “it is important to live in a democracy” (Lindberg and Svens-

son, 2012). As a matter of fact, in the last years, as memory of the hard struggles to 

conquer a full and well-functioning democracy seems vanishing, changes in the po-

litical panorama have been becoming more visible: after the 7.1% and the two euro 

deputies gained in 2009 by the single-issue Pirate party, the national elections held 
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in September 2010 revealed a more worrying phenomenon, being that more than 

5% of votes went to the neo-Nazi movement called “Swedish Democrats”. Luckily, 

in parallel with the raise of these undemocratic tendencies, a counter phenomenon 

has also taken place: increasingly, well-educated citizens with greater access to in-

formation have given shape to new forms of community engagement so demanding 

new models of working together to create greater involvement in the development 

and decision-making of their municipal governments.

In this new panorama, the political leadership of the Swedish Association of Local 

Authorities and Regions has, therefore, taken the decision to support municipali-

ties and regions in the development of new citizens’ participation and engagement 

methods, for enlarging and renovating governance models. With such a mandate by 

the general assembly, in 2007 SALAR started a large project of “Citizens’ Dialogue” 

(Mergborgadialog). This established a technical coordinating committee to be in 

charge of organizing training and consultancies on different participatory method-

ologies, both for elected officials and technical personnel. One of the lines of such a 

program was dedicated to Participatory Budgeting (PB, or in Swedisch MB - “Med-

borgabudget, literally civic budget”) which was somehow “discovered” during some 

seminars organized in the UN-Habitat World Urban Forum of Vancouver (2006) by 

a growing international network of scholars and international consultants working 

with PB in several different countries.

With the goal of trying to develop some pilot-experiments of PB in the Swedish con-

text, SALAR signed a 4 year cooperation agreement with the Centre for Social Studies 

of Coimbra University, which has already been renovated twice, until 2014. The most 

interesting aspect of such an agreement is represented by the will of “learning from 

countries of the South” (both Southern Europe and other world development areas), 

recognizing that they have come much further than central and northern Europe in 

the development of PB and other effective tools of citizens participation. Such an 

admission, if compared to the international cooperation tradition of Sweden,could 

be considered as an important cultural shift, which has produced cooperation links 

and field-visits (specifically devoted to on-site learning from participatory budget-

ing experiments) with cities of Portugal, Italy, Spain, France, Germany and the Unit-

ed Kingdom. It’s worth underlining that through SKL international, established by 

SALAR, some other collaborative relations with participatory budgeting examples 

in Albania have been made, so contributing to the development of two cities’ expe-

riences and the construction of a training handbook in Albanian (2012),aimed at the 

fostering of an expansion of the experiment into other local administrations. 

2. The changing panorama of PB in Sweden

Undoubtedly, the above described context is very valuable in order to better under-

stand the peculiarities of the present existing panorama of participatory budget-

ing experiences in Sweden, because it has put its accent on a lower level of need of 

innovation. This characterizes the Swedish political cultures as compared to other 

countries where PB has been felt to be an indispensable tool for fighting local gov-

ernment inefficiency, corruption or disenchantment for representative democracy 

institutions and their “passive relation” with the market’s imperatives. But such 
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an explanation wouldn’t be complete if another detail hadn’t emerged, which relates to the 

fragmentation of society in terms of social bonds and cohesion of the social fabric. In fact, if we 

wonder why,  at certain point, namely around 2007, the hypothesis of experimenting with par-

ticipatory budgeting emerged, there was an interesting “official explanation” proposed by the 

SALAR officials which has been more committed in pushing in that direction. Their view, re-

flecting the political debates that happened in the SALAR general assemblies around 2006, was 

well expressed during the networking seminar “Participatory Budgeting: Balancing resources 

for balanced development” at the 4th World Urban Forum of Nanjing (3-6 November 2008). 

Here, the SALAR representatives opened their speech showing the final map produced by the 

“World Values Survey 2008”, pointing out the specific isolated position of Sweden, whose cul-

ture appears to have gained the maximum of capacity of “individual expression” while losing 

all its anchors in term of traditional societal values related to “living in common”. During the 

event, they added that this concern for a gradually imploding social fabric dominated by indi-

vidualism and shrinking of social bonds was made even more serious by observing “the grow-

ing lack of interest shown by new generations for everything regards politics”, which underline 

“a major passivity in the relation with the State”. The State was seen almost as a paternalist 

body that became self-responsibilized for the majority of the citizens’ practical needs, as if 

this could continue forever without it being refilled with new meanings and energies for action 

by the commitment of the inhabitants and voters. The SALAR officials added worries linked to 

other two issues: (1) the socioeconomic factors that explain the inequality of political disen-

gagement in different territories; and (2) the growth of counterpoised extremism which mix 

political approaches and religious overtones. More recently, another issue appeared, which is 

more related to some surveys (Sverige Studien, 2012). This shows that companies are abandon-

ing a traditional behavior of promoting a horizontal dialogue among the employees and be-

tween them and the managing staff. They are becoming less open to incorporate management 

ideas come from employees, preferring to focus more on security issues and high-efficiency 

requirements that may affect the working environment negatively. In such a framework, a 

new discussion is going on within the political bodies of SALAR: whether municipalities and 

counties (whose techniques of management were also affected by major changes in the organi-

zational forms, control systems and modes of operation) have to promote different standards 

of co-decision and so contribute to maintain (or even potentiate) a tradition of involvement of 

their personnel in the creation of more shared-visions and methods of management of public 

goods.

Such a dense expression of concern about the “sustainability of political activity without a 

critical and committed role of citizens in society” somehow marked the specific approach of 

Swedish Municipalities to participatory budgeting, and also the typology of experiments that 

where conducted in the last six years. For example, the fact of having privileged (in some of 

the first pilot cities) models of “actorial” PBs, meaning a “target-oriented” experience which 

mainly focused on involving young generations in the construction of public projects at mu-

nicipal level. The declared goals of such a perspective (as in cases like the experiences of Öre-

bro, 137,000 inhabitants, or Uddevalla, 31,200) where mainly the following: reactivating the 

interest of young generations for political institutions and party life, while at the same time 

enhancing social relations among teenagers (and, possibly, between them and the adults) 

through the discussion of common goods and public facilities. Somehow, an important role in 

this choice as identified in the literature (as Rossini, 1998, Tonucci, 2003 or Muñoz, 2004) dis-

cusses how – in other countries – the participatory experiences that put young generations in 
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contact with territorial decision-making affected their vision of life, usually open-

ing a new interest for active commitment in society through grassroots-bases or 

even political initiatives.

But the first generation of Swedish participatory budgeting experiments was not at 

all homogeneous, nor the first declared commitments necessarily generated con-

crete participatory processes. For example, if we take into account the first small 

group of cities that entered the “PB network” opened by SALAR in 2007 in the 

framework of the “Citizens’ Dialog” project, only three of them (namely Örebro, Ud-

devalla and Haninge, 79,000 inhabitants) went on producing concrete pilot-exper-

iments of PB between 2008 and 2009, while the cities of Hudiksvall (around 15,000 

inhabitants) and Huddinge (around 100,000 inhabitants) stepped back soon after the 

first year of training, due to a lack of technical and/or political support – preferring 

to advance with other types of social dialogue. While, since the beginning, the Nor-

wegian city of Fredrikstad (around 75,500 inhabitants) joined the network in 2010, 

another Swedish city (Avesta, around 21,500 citizens) stepped in. This group grew in 

2012, with the start of new experiments in the municipalities of Orsa (6,800 inhabi-

tants), Upplands Vasby (40,200) and very recently Pitea (41,000 inhabitants).

These cities are located in different parts of the country (but rural and more urban 

ones), only two of them being in the metropolitan area of Stockholm (Haninge and Up-

plands Vasby), where SALAR is located. Today, the municipalities who have tried and 

are still experimenting PB in Sweden are few, only representing around 2% of the total 

number of local institutions. Their sizes are quite different, even if the graphic above 

shows a small prevalence of municipalities between 30,000 and 40,000 inhabitants 

(which, by the way, correspond to the more common group of municipal size in the 

country). The nature of their PB is not homogeneous, it is very diverse as are the scopes 

and the year cycles.

The graph 2 below shows that there are also differences in terms of imagining par-

ticipatory budgeting as a co-decisional space (in which citizens are entitled to decide 

how resources should be used) or just a consultative arena from whose civic dialogue 

politicians “cherry-pick” single proposals or alternative hypothesis of dealing with 

a project or a policy.

Political majorities which took the decision to experience participatory budgeting 

had also been diverse, and - unlike in the majority of other countries - there has 

been until now a slight prevalence of conservative governments or liberal-conser-

vative coalitions. The situation, however, is evolving.

What the different Swedish cities experiencing PB mainly have in common are (1) 

the positive dedication of their PB teams, (2) the use of a series of ICT tools elaborat-

ed and provided by SALAR (as for example a “budget simulator” that was customized 

in the different cases) and (3) the relative shyness of their projects, which up to now 

seemed limited to pilot-experiments intended to “test the waters” without huge 

investments on PB. An exception is the small municipality of Orsa, which in 2012 

allowed citizens to participate in the prioritization of the entire operating budget.  

Although this city uses a consultative model of PB that is supported by a series of 

very high level accountability tools which aim to create an intense dialogue among 
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participants and the government and is committed to answer all proposals so as 

to explain why they have (or have not) been taken into account. All the other mu-

nicipalities have tended to implement participatory budget in relation to specific 

projects on issues related to local development, so only opening reduced parts of the 

investment budget (except in the case of Uddevalla, that for three years used money 

coming from an Interreg project funded by the European Union and could not apply 

PB to investments). In all the PB processes that took place in Sweden since 2007, the 

decision on the size of resources to be publicly put under discussion was taken by the 

Municipal Council, on the base of the Executive Committee Proposals. SALAR did 

not intervene in this very sensitive issue, although its project managers repeatedly 

stimulated the different cities to increase progressively their financial commitment 

with PB. The table below clarifies separately each municipality with at least one 

year experience of PB in relation to the resources (in Euro) submitted yearly to PB. 

There still isn’t any comparative data available to clarify the costs of organizing the 

PB process, provided that the majority of cities used ICT tools elaborated by SALAR 

(which also covers by its own the costs of general consultants and training sessions) 

and covered personnel costs internally, eventually contracting project-leaders or 

consultants that were also in charge of other wider tasks.

3. Some peculiarities of the first wave of PBs in Sweden

Undoubtedly in Sweden, Participatory Budgeting is still at an early stage, and not 

only because SALAR network started in 2007 (being that in other countries, six years 

proved enough to see a large multiplication of mature projects), but also because the 

context still doesn’t show an urgent need to introduce fast modifications in the po-

litical panorama. This is most evident in the models of PB adopted which are either 

consultative (as in the cases of Orsa or Pitea) or – if they are co-decisional – still 

prefer a “micro-local participation” model. So, the panorama of Swedish PB could 

be related to what Sintomer and  Allegretti  (2010) defined as “Consultation on public 

finances” or in the majority of cases to a mix between the idealtype models called 

“proximity democracy” or “community development funds” which are generally 
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Table 1  Average resources on which PB discusses 

in each city (2008-2012)

Source SALAR/SKL (2012)

* This is the operating budget of Orsa, being 

that the city opens this slice of budget to 

public discussion.

WHAT POLIT IC AL COLOR?

NAME OF THE LOC AL 
AUTHORIT Y

CIT Y-LEVEL INVESTMENT 
BUDGE T USED FOR PB

CIT Y-LEVEL OPER ATING 
BUDGE T USED FOR PB

PB RESOURCES TO BE SPENT 
ONLY ON A SPECIFIC ARE A OF 

THE CIT Y

PB RESOURCES FOR 
THEMATIC DECISIONS 

OVER ALL INVESTMENT 
BUDGE T (AS FOR 2011)

PB-REL ATED 
RESOURCES PER 
CIT IZEN (2011)

Haninge 40.000€ 9.700.000€ 0,5€

Uddevalla 20.000€ 35.000€ 50.000€ 22.500.000€ 1,0€

Upplands Vasby 20.000€ 20.300.000€ 0,5€

Avesta 1.000.000€ 500.000€ 13.500.000€ 47,0€

Örebro 50.000€ 49.300.000€ 0,4€

Orsa 34.000.000 € 34.000.000€* 495€
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more common in Northern Europe, as the cases of Germany and UK prove (Sintomer 

and Allegretti, 2013). In Sweden, the important role of ICTs is undeniable. For exam-

ple, the need to take advantage of the high level penetration of broadband for the 

specificity of weather conditions which do not facilitate at the same extent in every 

season the physical communication among citizens and community gathering in 

public spaces. Despite this, ICTs have never been regarded as a pivotal center of the 

PB processes, but more as a support. Is not by chance that the majority of Swedish 

PBs count mainly on public meetings, and they usually calendarize them in Spring 

or early Autumn, even if the institutional/legal framework of the country would let 

the yearly cycle organization more open than in any other context, provided that 

there are no bureaucratic constraints and requirements for having the annual mu-

nicipal budget approved in a specific period of the year. Possibly, this specificity is 

not to be related with a copy-paste approach to the emulation of other PB models, 

but for the need to maintain a coherence between the means used for shaping the 

architecture of PB and the declared aims to stimulate a horizontal dialogue among 

citizens and not a mere communication space among individuals and the adminis-

trative/political structures.

In terms of approach and per capita investments on participatory budgeting, the 

municipality of Avesta (21,500 inhabitants in the southern Dalarna region) has been 

the major experiment in Sweden. It started in 2009, thanks the commitment of its 

coalition progressive government – led by the Socialdemocrat party – and, unex-

pectedly, at the time the city was not a member of the SALAR network on PB. Joining 

only some months after having started to conceive its processes. Anyway, the latter 

(which was limited to the urban planning sector) benefited from the discussion of 

other tools presented in other thematic SALAR network devoted to deal with dif-

ferent techniques allowing and facilitating the participation of inhabitants in the 

setting of public policies and projects. Famous for its ironworks, Avesta changed its 

productive profile in the last decade, so that the ironwork dominance gradually de-

clined, although, it is still a significant employer in the municipality and the change 

was not able to modify a certain “service spirit” in the local culture. A local culutre 

which has “a low confidence in the inhabitants’ own ability to influence their des-

tiny” and seems not to be very interested to invest in training and experimental 

innovations (Palm, in SKL, 2011). The new progressive political majority elected in 

2006 visualized participation as an opportunity to dynamize society and break down 

this lazy “spirit of service” through giving citizens more opportunities to directly 

influence their life and that of their community. The idea was to start from a sector, 

that of the physical transformation of the city, that could progressively attract more 

participation, due to the production of a visible transformational. So, provided that 

the political program contained guidelines for a comprehensive development of the 

city center, with a long term perspective, this became the privileged spot for experi-

encing PB. Therefore, a Working Group was appointed by the Municipal Government 

in 2009 to develop the participatory process, consisting of a project managers, and 

representatives from the administration departments responsible for technology 

and construction issues. The maximum limit investment initially established was 

10 million Swedish crowns (around 1 million Euros at the time). The goal was to al-

low citizens to decide which part of the program would be prioritized and addressed 
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first. Seven different parts of the Center Development Program where listed for being sub-

mitted to public decision, excluding those of more technical nature (among them the reorga-

nization of an existing avenue): implicitly, such a choice had a  certain degree of paternalism, 

tending not to recognize citizens as already prepared to face more complex issues, and showing 

the cautious approach of the municipality to the opening of decision-making to inhabitants. 

The first round of voting on the 7 priority areas marked  (in September 2010) the opening of 

the PB project. Advertising for this phase used announcements in local and regional media, 

Facebook, distribution of flyers and “outreaching presentations” that tried to attract people in 

shopping malls, primarily in schools, grocery stores and the municipal swimming baths. The 

votes (after registration) were cast through the Internet (www.avesta.medborgarbudget.se), 

and people could choose on the basis of seven “dossiers” with a simplified language, including 

sketches and photos and budget costs of different options for development. Winner of this first 

round – chosen by the 110 participants to the poll - was a still un-named “little square” and the 

walkways linking it down to the bridge”. 

The second step was about discussing an alternative design for the “Little square”, opening a 

space for citizens to submit their suggestions and decide on the best one. Strangely, despite 

several proposals and sketches being submitted, in the end were only 23 voters, but the Mu-

nicipality decided to respect their choice, as promised. The “turning factor” was represented 

by the ribbon-cutting ceremony of the first lot of the new square, which happened in early 

September 2011, in the form of a work of art. In a few days, more than 1300 unique visitors 

visited the webpage of PB (SKL, 2011) and 220 people created an account, the largest majority 

being older than 50 years. The municipality analyzed this fast-changing answer, in order to 

reformulate the project. It recognized that the only concrete implementation of the co-decided 

measure had been the ability to break the difficulty of creating a municipal collaborative cul-

ture. Anyway, most positive for the municipal administration was discovering the unimagined 

levels of skill and competence on the  part of the citizens that participated, which showed the 

gradual development of confidence throughout the entire process. Based on the encouraging 

signals received in Autumn 2011, the Avesta government decided to incorporate the participa-

tory budgeting processes in the “Strategic framework for public dialogue in Avesta”, appointing 

a political steering committee to work on reframing the experiment (also in dialogue with 

representatives of the Youth Council), within a larger “hybrid” structure that allowed different 

types of tools for influencing and directly controlling municipal choices. Therefore, in 2012, 

new training activities were undertaken, also modifying communication instruments and cre-

ating a Guide for Trustees modeled on that of the Örebro Municipality. The second year of PB 

concentrated on a larger recreational area which needed to be adjusted for sport and communi-

ty meeting, and involved a privileged dialogue with Youth Council members to try and attract 

to the process targets that had not spontaneously participated to the first year of the experi-

ment. A pot of around 500.000 euros was dedicated to develop the park. Three articulated op-

tions, based on citizens’ proposals, were submitted to a public vote, getting a clear majority for 

one of them, which started to be implemented at the beginning of 2013. Temporarily, the city 

stepped out from the SALAR network on PB, wishing to complete the experiment alone, before 

moving to the next step in the development of its PB model.

A not dissimilar experience (based on the replanning of a specific site) also started in the city 

of Haninge in Sweden’s 25th largest municipality, located on a dynamic route between Stock-

holm and Nynäshamn, whose borders include a large archipelago and wild natural areas. The 
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municipality was an important part of the “Million Programme” 

(Miljonprogrammet), an ambitious housing program implemented 

in Sweden between 1965 and 1974 by the Social Democratic Party to 

demolish part of the old inadequate housing stock and make sure 

to provide a home at a reasonable price to 1 million families. But, 

after more than three decades, several of the buildings realized 

by that Programme started to be inadequate, as in the district of 

Jordbro, where many investments did not achieve considerable 

longlasting results of requalification. Governed by a coalition of 

five parties (Moderate Party, Liberal Party, the Greens, the Chris-

tian Democrats and the Centre Party), Haninge created a special 

Council Committee to implement participatory reforms, consid-

ered a “precondition” for any sustainable development. The idea 

of starting a pilot-project of participatory budgeting was seen as 

an important opportunity to concretize this idea. For this first 

attempt (which was area-based) 400,000 SEKS were invested for 

transforming one of the corners of Eskil Park, a centrally locat-

ed and partially-misused green void that combines playgrounds, 

pine woods, open lawns, a fountain and an amphitheater. The De-

mocracy Committee – in suggesting this area – expected that Es-

kil park reclamation would make a vibrant meeting place, while 

involving many participants and working as a test for new par-

ticipatory methods. A project manager was appointed in Autumn 

2009, coming from a background of similar “hybrid” projects in 

England, laying between participatory budgeting and participato-

ry planning processes. The total cost for setting the PB and dis-

tributing information, amounted to around 16,000 Euros (almost 

1/3 of the investment’s cost). Unlike in Avesta, public meetings 

represented an important feature, although the first round of cit-

izens’ proposals could be also submitted through Haninge Munic-

ipality websites. After this first part of the cycle in January 2010, 

a two-months phase of technical evaluation of citizens’ ideas was 

often followed by voting: the rules stated that the 40,000 euros 

could fund longlasting investments and not events or temporary 

installations. Due to the type of equipment under discussion, the 

right of voting was also extended to interested people which were 

not resident in Haninge and no age limit was established. The out-

reach strategy involved local newspapers, radio, posters, meet-

ings with various representatives of charitable organizations and 

schools in the vicinity of the park; some secondary schools where 

directly involved in the project. Several diverse methodologies 

were used: for example, face-painting was used to attract families 

to a civic workshop on the issue, where 70 people attended. Exactly 

30% of the 101 ideas received was delivered during the meeting, 

having a clear “more collective” approach. It’s worth to under-

line that – unlike the Internet submissions – the public meeting 

gave the opportunity to clarify issues ad overcome problems re-

lated to proposals that looked inadequate with the original design 

language of the park, or that could create public safety problems. 

A proposal to leave that corner untouched and move the invest-

ments to another more flexible and “open” part of the park was 

also discussed, but in the end not approved. Once removed from 

the list the proposals that didn’t meet the pre-established criteria 

(but were also part of clear policies  of Haninge’s administration, 

as with the one against graffiti) were merged some similar ideas  

with the collaboration of proposers. The remaining 21 ideas were 

submitted to public voting: 12 were related with projects aimed at 

transforming part of the area into a “stage” for different events. 

The proposal with the lowest budget was a barbecue, which was 

priced at 30,000 crowns. Even if the vote took place online for one 

month, an important public meeting was put in agenda to give 

proposers the opportunity to defend their ideas in front of other 

citizens and politicians, before the closing of the voting period. 

More than 100 people attended the last meeting, and a total of 250 

voted. An online tool, adapted from the budget simulator creat-

ed by SALAR, was used to allow citizens to choose between one or 

more less expensive proposals at one time; for some ideas – as that 

of realizing new flowerbeds – it was possible to choose the amount 

of money, depending on the size, duration and typology of plants. 

The winning proposal - submitted to the City Council that ratified 

it with a formal decision - was that of building a “mobile stage 

structure” that could be protected against risks of vandalism and 

maintain the amphitheater as a mainly “open space” when plays 

and shows were not happening.

Unlike other PB-pilots in Sweden, that of Haninge was monitored 

and evaluated in a report (delivered in August 2010) which aimed 

to give to the municipality ideas for the follow-ups. Some citizens 

also took part in the evaluation. The main criticism was concen-

trated on the difficult voting system, even if the Report recognized 

that it allowed respect for the complexity of the possible choices, 

serving as a pedagogic tool for citizens to learn new skills about 

decision-making alternatives. Although the investments for PB 

were quite reduced for such a big city, the pilot created broad-

er impacts than its size. It generated enthusiasm in elected and 

administrative officials, and partially reshaped the traditional 

way of acting. In that they coordinated themselves and interacted 

with inhabitants. A discussion inside the administration led to the 

idea of implementing some other proposals presented through PB 

inside the municipal general budget, for improving the park as a 

hole, and other public spaces. Possibly, the most interesting effect 

– revealed by some performance evaluation interviews – was that 

PB favored a self-mobilization of citizens to defend their propos-
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als, and raised their interest in other municipal issues external to 

PB. Also, media attention received by the experiment called “You 

decide on Eskil Park” proved high compared to that gathered by 

other innovations in Sweden (SKL, 2011).

A new PB project was then started in 2012 in the former “Millen-

nium Programme” neighbourhood of Jordbro, focussing on se-

curity-building efforts, under the supervision of a newly elected 

Democracy Advisory Council that emerged from the elections. 

Meanwhile, the start of the second PB cycle was slowed a bit. This 

time, around 100 proposals were submitted by inhabitants, which 

were merged by officers in order to arrive at 10 proposals to be sub-

mitted for vote. The winner was the project of a “Parkour park” 

proposed by a school-class of 11 year olds children: works started 

in the end of 2012 and are almost completed.

As far as it regards the PB experiences of Sweden that specifically 

targeted young generations, that of Örebro (the country’s seventh 

largest municipality, with a population of around 135,000 inhab-

itants, with many refugees coming from more than 150 different 

countries) presented some interesting innovations. Located in the 

center of Sweden, at an equal distance from the East and the West 

coast, Örebro is a multifaceted business town, no longer dominat-

ed by any particular industry or sector, where several government 

agencies are located; its University hosts about 17,000 students. 

During the mandate 2006-2010 it was controlled by a coalition 

consisting of Conservatives, Liberals, Centre Party, the Christian 

Democrats and the Green Party. A special statement introduced in 

the 2008 Budget Act declared that “The municipality intends to try 

new ways to increase participation on municipal finances and on 

how economic policies will be broadened”, and in 2009 Örebro was 

the first municipality in Sweden to start a pilot of participatory 

budgeting. 

For the first year, 250,000 SEKs (taken from the investment bud-

get plan) were put under discussion with a target audience con-

stituted by a group of approximately 80high-school students from 

the schools Risbergska, Rudbecksskolan and Tullängsskolan in 

order to test the methodology. A Reference Group of public offi-

cials helped students to formulate the technical aspect of propos-

als and calculate the average costs, paying attention to maintain 

them within the “environmental and mobility” thematic area, to 

which the investment money belonged. The proposals presented 

between January and February 2009 ranged from new bike lanes to 

volleyball courts, and in March students voted on which one would 

have to be realized. Each class could present a maximum of one 

proposal, so that there were three final ideas to vote on: the ren-

ovation of a river bathing beach in Hästhagen (Hästhagsbadet); a 

Beach Volley field in the main city park; and the construction of 

a network of digital traffic signs called “green wave”. The meth-

od of voting (free vote for any proposal, instead of excluding that 

presented by their own school) was decided by the participants 

themselves. The first proposal got two-thirds of the vote, and then 

something unexpected happened. In fact, instead of sending the 

proposal to the next year’s budget, the Mayor’s Cabinet decided to 

approve a modification of the budget and to complete the refur-

bishment of the river beach in that same semester. This involved 

putting new sand on the beach and in the volleyball court, new 

grass, flower beds and more barbecue areas and trash-bins. A large 

mass of students attended the bath opening in July 2009, with a 

high media coverage. This granted a critical mass of potential 

participants for the following years, and the need to assess lights 

and shades of this first experiment. Among the improvements re-

quested for 2010 there were: (1) the need to have a clearer timetable 

for the different activities and project phases from the beginning; 

(2) the need to grant (as formulated by students’ request) a more 

direct and permanent contact with politicians during the entire 

cycle of PB; (3) to expand contact with public officials and allow 

participants to present more and more detailed proposals, , so 

as to take a better advantage from the pedagogic potential of the 

tool; (4) to increase the number of involved schools; (5) to provide 

students more training and examples of possible investments to 

be proposed, while also looking at other cities as examples (as for 

examples in the French experience of Poitou Charentes with which 

Örebro soon entered in contact).

According to these needs, in 2010 a second PB cycle was put in 

place, and was still conceived as a large pilot but not as a city-

wide project. This time, the target audience was extended to in-

clude several High School Classes in Karolinska school, Kvinnersta 

School, Risbergska school and Rudbecksskolan, and the resources 

were doubled to 500,000 SEKs from the investment budget. Ap-

proximately 100 students participated. The criteria established for 

accepting proposals were reformulated and in some way related 

to river improvement and development. A consolidated Officials’ 

Reference Group helped students to detail proposals (and calcu-

late prices) during January-March 2010. The number of proposals 

per class was extended to two, with seven of the the ideas be-

ing admitted fot the final vote. The vote chose the construction 

of a wooden deck in the Svartån area (receiving around 1/3 of the 

votes). The media coverage followed the event and also the imple-

mentation phase of the co-decided project, and was ratified by the 

City Council. The committee of the students that had proposed the 

winning idea was also involved in the monitoring of implementa-

tion. They  discussed officially their proposal with the Technology 

Board, an experience that was evaluated by them as a very positive 
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experience. Before the municipal elections, the Executive stated that “Participatory Budget in 

Örebro means that the municipality transfers to citizens the responsibility to develop propos-

als and decide on the use of a pre-decided amount” (SKL, 2011). For the future follow-ups, the 

evaluation suggested the need to: (1) further increase the participants; (2) increase transpar-

ency by making better use of the municipal website; (3) increase the number of channels and 

tools of communication. The technical structure composed of the project manager, steering 

committee, teachers and students together (even making together some rules of the process) 

proved successful. One of the key-words that inspired the entire experiment was “simplicity”, 

which helped setting “clear rules and roles” of all the actors involved. In the evaluations done, 

the majority of participants underlined that “there has been fun in feeling involved in Örebro 

development” and “in meeting senior politicians and officials”. The project was stopped by 

the new government, which began office after very troubled elections in 2010, and led to a new 

round of reelection in 2011, where the voting turnout lowered to more than 20% (from 83.4 to 

63.3). It restarted in the second part of 2012, and is ready now for a strengthening of such  kinds 

of projects in collaboration with schools.

A second and less linear  experience that targeted young citizens was that of Uddevalla, a ship-

building town in Bohuslän province , which has a very active social life today, counting on 

more than 350 non-profit organizations. Here the City Council, after a disappointing result 

of some social and entrepreneurial surveys of 2005 on the performance of the local govern-

ment, decided to undertake a political shift for developing methods of empowerment and di-

alogue with citizens. In this venture, they found a partner in Norway, in the close-by city of 

Fredrikstad. Together, after 18 month of research and planning, in Autumn 2008 they started 

a three-years EU-funded project called “MSM- Meeting Nationals” centered on collaboration 

and networking with other partners , such the University of Østfold and the Chalmers Univer-

sity of Gothenburg. This partnership was to develop and test new methods of citizen participa-

tion that could be used in the Swedish and Norwegian municipalities. With the formal goal of 

increasing participation of at least 10% before Autumn 2011.  The project decided to cooperate 

with SALAR in applying PB on the two territories with a variable geometry in time, in order to 

“test” different possibilities and results (from the field of schools’ activity development to the 

sector of environmental protection and safe walks).

The first PB experiment was called “Udda Valet” (“Odd choice”), which has an assonance with 

the city’s name. Emulating the “U Decide” process of the English city of Newcastle, Uddevalla 

offered a pot of 200,000 SEKs to be used by students which had to be involved not only in the 

planning and voting of spending priorities, but also in the implementation of results. The first 

year result (2009) was successful, funding a “Comedy Day” with a mix of famous and young 

comedians performing in a central park in Uddevalla. The voting selection of priorities (to be 

chosen out of the 21 final proposals presented by the youngsters themselves) were submitted to 

all young people aged 13-19 years in Uddevalla, including non-residents. This choice, suggested 

by the Advisory Council for Integration and Democracy, was natural, because the “MSM” proj-

ect-goal was to broaden the possible inclusion (the project also having a part dedicated to dia-

logue with immigrants). The Uddevalla Youth Council, an open forum for young people which 

was involved in the planning of the process’ rules, suggested that “the information would have 

to be handled by us young” (SKL, 2011); the massive informational campaign conducted by this 

consultative body had a huge effect on participation, involving schools through class presen-

tations and the distribution of written materials. The Youth Council also had a major role in the 

“merging” of similar proposals (which were finally reduced to 7), in mobilizing student and 
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other Youth Associations for the voting phase, as well as in the managing and monitoring of 

implementation. The voting phase was conducted online on the municipal website, and about 

10% of potential voters aged 13-19 years expressed a preference, responding to customer satis-

faction questionnaires with a 90% rate of positive comments: many asked to be given influence 

to a greater extent, affecting permanently the municipality’s choices and future investments.

Following this success, which was carefully reported by local media, Uddevalla City Govern-

ment and its Technical Board for the implementation of PB tried to emulate some elements of 

the Portuguese experience of São Bras de Alportel. In 2010 a process called “Develop the school 

environment”was created. This process asked the students to photograph and describe their 

problems, and then prioritize improvements and solutions for bettering their school environ-

ment. The budget set was of € 25,000. It lasted four weeks (in two schools with children from 

6 to 14 years) from the launch to the voting of children’s priorities. Identifeid among other 

things, was the refurbishment of a school lounge, an amphitheater and a new playground and 

were then funded and implemented. Many of the techniques used in this project were inspired 

by a field-visit in Seville that SALAR organized in May 2010 (the first year in which Sevillans 

children conquered the write to vote in the PB). The children were given information both ver-

bally and through information booklets, and parents were also invited to help children with 

proposal submission and voting. Web-tools supported the process allowing to mix texts, pic-

tures and drawings for every proposal. A Working Group consisting of project management, 

school staff and responsibles for technical management calculated the costs and tested pro-

posals’ feasibility, and suggested the merging of similar ideas. The kids had a week to vote via 

web. Being that the proposed budget only represented a “ceiling”, many small low-cost pro-

posals (out of the 24 that went to the final voting) could also be approved, in some cases under 

the regular budget of the educational sector: this means that there had been a real political 

commitment in listening to children and trying to make the most out of all the proposals that 

emerged during the process. There was an interesting process of collaboration between the 

elderly children, who helped the younger to vote. The turnout was very high, reaching 87% in 

one school and 76% in the other.

A third different pilot in Uddevalla was made in 2011 through the so-called “Environmental 

and Safety Tours”.  This took inspiration from a long tradition of security walks organized 

through time by housing agencies, municipalities, schools and other actors dealing with se-

curity issues in the built environment. In this case, the idea was to merge some principles of 

PB with a method able to raise questions about what makes an area feel unsafe, and what can 

be done to lower these perceptions.  After the tours, politicians and officials gathered all pro-

posals that had emerged and transferred the final decision to all the inhabitants of the area. 

One of the trekking tours was organized by the children of a small village outside the central 

city, another was proposed by adult citizens of foreign origin in a typical neighborhood of the 

Million Housing Programme. The limit to a full participation of citizens in this experiment 

was that the selection of 14 proposals (out of around 20 presented) that were going to be voted 

on took place in a Workgroup of representatives from technical management. The ceiling for 

funding the winning proposals, in each neighborhood, was established by the Advisory Coun-

cil for Integration and Democracy in 175,000 SEKs. The two final area-referendums (opened to 

all residents aged 10 years and more) were supported by advertisements in local newspapers, 

posters in public venues (libraries, billboards, etc.), leaflets sent in every home, Facebook and 

information given through local clubs. Special launching efforts occurred in schools in both 
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areas. The voting was conducted via Internet with the opportunity to discuss the proposals 

in the previous two weeks. Libraries and other venues were arranged to allow for people to 

vote who did not have a personal computer at home. Between 5% and 10% of residents in the 

selected areas participated in the voting. Among the suggestions received in the evaluation 

phase was that of improving the information work, creating “targeted-information” material, 

especially where there were a lot of residants of non-Nordic background. 

In the three years of “MSM” project, Uddevalla managed to increase by 8,3% the participation 

of its citizens, a rate which was a little bit lower than imagined, but an important outcome, as 

the SCB Citizen surveys’ Satisfaction Index of 2011 proved (SKL, 2011). Possibly, the different 

experiences had been a bit fragmented and the interruption of every methodology to experi-

ence a new one could have created a general frustration in the inhabitants. Inhabitants that 

had possibly hoped to increase and further develop each experience in which they had taken 

part. The decision – for 2013 – to modify again the participatory experience is a bit unexplain-

able, being that it seems unable to take advantage of the positive past experiences, preferring 

to enter into  a new unexplored territory.

As far as it regards the Norwegian partner, the city of Fredrikstad (the first in Norway to have 

experimented with PB), it is worth underlining that the twin-project of “Udda Valet” called 

“We want, we can, we decide” had an initial false start in spring 2009, because it relied too 

much on the schools’ administrations (that boycotted the experiment) but then managed to 

have positive results. Directed towards young people aged 13 to 19 years who attended school 

or lived in Fredrikstad municipality, the project invested 200,000 Norwegian Crowns (around 

20,000 euros), which would be used for choosing a priority to implement, among the several 

proposed projects. Given the lack of cooperation of school directors, the Municipal PB Team de-

cide to use Facebook to launch a campaign on PB, and to involve (as in Uddevalla) young volun-

teers in advertising the process. So, in Autumn 2009 a wide series of large and small meetings 

took place in all the schools of the city, resulting in 11 proposals elaborated by the students. A 

workshop was organized to discuss and merge some of them, and using the methods of “young 

Entrepreneurship” they were helped to transform their ideas into more detailed proposals (fi-

nally five, but more complex than the original). The idea of making the “week of voting” being 

conducted (through ballot boxes in the schools) by student representatives themselves, was 

the key of a big success: 61% of all students participated in the election, reaching 86% in some 

schools. The winning proposal – which won with 62% of preferences - was to implement a Data 

Party (LAN) for young people aged between 13 and 25. It was done in November 2010 and result-

ed in a major success, thanks to the role of the Fredrikstad Youth Council that undertook the 

implementation responsibility. After managing this event, ten of the involved young citizens 

(between 15 and 27 years) started their own association called Fredrikstad LAN, replicating the 

event in 2011 and 20122.

A second PB pilot-project in 2010-2011 took the name of “lokalsamfunnsordningen”, and tried 

to update a tradition developed in Fredrikstad throughout the last 12 years. The city is divided 

in 21 local geographic areas, each one with a steering committee consisting of representatives 

from schools, culture and sports clubs, business, churches and so on. A sort of “neighborhood 

funds” have been created – receiving each year between 20,000 and 80,000 Norwegian crowns. 

But the methodology was not conceived to involve the citizens in decision-making (beyond the 

steering local committees) so this experiment should possibly be associated with other typol-

ogies of processes, rather than a real PB. Unfortunately both experiences seem at a deadlock 
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after the last municipal elections and the end of the MSM, despite the large success 

achieved by the pilot-project.

4. An open conclusion

Although in slow-motion, participatory budgeting experiments in Sweden have been 

able to reach some interesting results. They undoubtedly have feedback to share with 

the other contexts with which they have shared a dialogue over the last few years. 

Undoubtedly, the context does not seem to help these experiences to dare to sort 

out of the nature of “permanent pilot projects”. And their major difficulty seems 

that of entering in the daily routine of Swedish municipalities and overcoming their 

shy experimental approach. During these past years a lot of capital has been created 

in Sweden through PB: through the commitment of SALAR and the passion shown 

by the majority of municipal teams that have been involved in PB. But the mutual 

respect (and a sort of “distance”) existing between the different roles of technical 

personnel and elected officials makes it difficult to replicate some “hybrid model” 

that other countries have experienced, where politicans were convinced to invest in 

PB in the aftermath of serious PB projects set by groups of committed technicians. 

Another limit is – undoubtedly – the general confidence that still exists in institu-

tions and political parties, unlike in other countries, and the substantial good-func-

tion (effective and also accountable) of elected governing administrations. Such a 

“lack of need” of introducing participatory innovations that could help to renovate 

the political culture is possibly the main reasons for the slow process of enrooting 

participatory budgets in Northern Europe as a whole. Research on other different 

participatory mechanisms in Sweden (as the Water price Groups in Malmö, see Al-

legretti 2011) show that this “lack of need of change” can block the development of 

very well designed tools, despite all the good intentions that lay beyond them. And 

it seems to combine (activating a sort of vicious circle) with the fact that politicians 

are rarely paid for their “service to community” so that they skeptically look on even 

more than many other Southern European professional politicians at the sharing or 

devolving of a part of their discretional power back to the citizens. This could explain 

why in Sweden (in 2012) some new PB took place, with more resources at stake, but 

choosing a cautious consultative method. Maybe, the natural evolution of society and 

denmographic change will be, for the future, the decisive factor which will allow a 

structural change and a gradual growth of PBs in quality and quantity. And possibly, 

PB will become indispensable, should the principles be applied to critical areas such 

as some difficult neighborhoods when ethnic differences of problems that are linked 

to the gradual perishing of architectural quality leads to a higher level of crisis. For 

now, it is important that SALAR maintains the commitment of granting networking 

and critical mass to the existing experience, and a constant dialogue with other bold-

er models around the world.

2 Consultar www.fredrikstadlan.no
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