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Executive Summary
The Open Budget Survey 2008 finds that, overall, the 

state of budget transparency around the world is deplor-

able.  In most of the countries surveyed the public does 

not have access to the comprehensive and timely infor-

mation needed to participate meaningfully in the budget 

process and to hold government to account.  This lack of 

transparency encourages inappropriate, wasteful, and 

corrupt spending and—because it shuts the public out of 

decision making—reduces the legitimacy and impact of 

anti-poverty initiatives.  

Although the overall performance paints a bleak picture, 

there are a number of countries in the Survey that have 

significantly improved their budget transparency perfor-

mance over the past two years.  The Survey also finds that 

many more governments could quickly improve budget 

transparency at low cost by making publicly available the 

budget information that they already produce for donors 

or internal use.   

The Open Budget Survey provides government officials, 

legislators, development practitioners, civil society organi-

zations, journalists, and researchers with an independent, 

comparative measure of government budget transparency 

in 85 countries around the world.  The Survey report also 

suggests reforms that countries might adopt to improve 

budget transparency, increase public participation, and 

strengthen institutions of accountability.  

The International Budget Partnership (IBP) undertook 

this initiative because of the far-reaching implications of 

improving budget transparency.  The provision of timely, 

useful, and accessible information is a first step toward 

greater accountability.  It allows civil society, journalists, 

legislatures, and supreme audit institutions (SAIs) to take 

action to promote effective budget oversight.  And greater 

public participation throughout the budget process can 

improve the credibility of policy choices and the effective-

ness of government interventions.  

Open Budget Index 2008 shows 
worldwide transparency gaps
To easily measure the overall commitment of the 85 coun-

tries to transparency and to allow for comparisons among 

countries, IBP created the Open Budget Index 2008 (OBI) 

from the Survey.

Only five countries of the 85 surveyed—France, New 

Zealand, South Africa, the United Kingdom, and the 

United States—make extensive information publicly avail-

able as required by generally accepted good public financial 

management practices.  A further 12 countries provide 

substantial information to the public.  

The remaining 68 countries score poorly on the OBI.  The 

25 countries that provide scant or no budget informa-

tion include low-income countries like Cambodia, the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Nicaragua, and the Kyrgyz 

Republic, as well as several middle- and high-income coun-

tries, such as China, Nigeria, and Saudi Arabia.  (See OBI 

Rankings on pg.  9.)

In 23 of the 25 poorest performing countries, the public 

cannot even see the Executive’s Budget Proposal before it 

is approved by the legislature.  Instead, the public receives 

the annual budget as a fait accompli.  Thus those most 

directly affected by the ultimate decisions cannot have 

any meaningful input into the formulation or discussion 

of the government’s budget policies.  

Many of the more opaque countries have similar charac-

teristics.  They are located mostly in sub-Saharan Africa or 

the Middle East and North Africa, they are generally poor, 

are often heavily dependent on foreign aid or oil and gas 

revenues, and are frequently ruled by autocratic regimes.  

Lack of transparency undermines 
accountability
Almost all countries publish the annual budget after it is 

approved by the legislature.  The exceptions are China, 









3.0 Transparency Throughout The Budget Process
23

This chapter examines the OBI 2008 results in greater 

detail by focusing on information provided to the public 

at each stage of the budget process. 

If provided with adequate data and opportunities to par-

ticipate in the budget process, civil society and the public 

can significantly and positively impact budget outcomes.  

This chapter includes text boxes that illustrate this by 

describing the activities of CSOs in different countries at 

each stage of the budget process.   

The budget process consists of four main phases: 1) formu-

lation, when the budget proposal is drafted by the execu-

tive branch of government; 2) approval, when the budget 

is debated and approved by the legislative branch; 3) execu-

tion, when the budget’s plans for generating revenues and 

spending are implemented; and 4) evaluation and audit, 

when funds spent are assessed for compliance and, ideally, 

for performance. The diagram below indicates which of the 

eight key budget documents should be produced at each 

stage of the process.

Throughout the budget process, governments should make 

information available in the eight key budget documents 

presented in Table 3.1. This chapter will discuss the 

importance of each document and its related OBI 2008 

findings.

Civil society access to key 
budget documents throughout 
the budget cycle

Budget Formulation 
During budget formulation, the government determines 

the amount of revenues to be collected, the allocation of 

expenditures, and the levels of deficit and debt for the 

coming fiscal year.  Civil society engagement at this stage 

is critical.  

Decisions at this stage not only determine the overall size 

of the budget and major allocations between departments 

and programs for the upcoming fiscal year but also may 

influence budgets several years into the future.  Because 

most legislatures have limited powers to change proposed 

budgets, the formulation stage is often the final oppor-

tunity for civil society to influence major priorities and 

allocations for the coming budget year, and sometimes 

beyond.  




