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"Political freedom truly exists only when citizens participate not only in decision-making, but also in the burdens those decisions entail."Alexis de Tocqueville
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FOREWORD

When Participation Meets Responsibility On July 19, 2023, with the discretion of a Cameroonian ministerial de-cree, an event occurred whose significance extends far beyond the bor-ders of a single country or continent. Decree No. 0147/MINDDEV-EL, signed by the Minister of Decentralization and Local Development, Georges ELANGA OBAM, does not merely organize "Neighborhood or Village Committees." It enacts a major conceptual rupture in the his-tory of local democracy: it institutionalizes the principle of citizen co-fi-nancing as the foundation of participation in municipal action.

For the first time in a national legal text, the voluntary financial con-tribution of inhabitants is no longer an optional appendage or a manifes-tation of local charity. It becomes a constitutive pillar of a territorial gov-ernance system. Article 28 of this decree stipulates that the resources of the Committees come from both the affiliated municipality and the "vol-untary contributions of the inhabitants of the concerned neighborhood or village and of any other person wishing to participate in the develop-ment of the neighborhood or village." This seemingly technical wording contains a silent revolution.

Elsewhere in the world, participatory budgets are dying. Porto Ale-gre, the Brazilian city that inspired hundreds of experiments since the 1990s, has seen its model weaken to the point of becoming an empty shell. Paris, New York, and Madrid have tried to transplant this mech-anism with disappointing results: anemic participation rates, cosmetic projects, citizens consulted but never financially empowered. The World Bank itself, in its 2020 report on local governance, acknowledges that "participation without financial commitment from beneficiaries leads to unrealistic expectations and collective disempowerment."

The diagnosis is clear: the classic participatory budget is based on a democratic fiction. It asks citizens to choose how to spend other peo-
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ple's money, without ever proposing that they invest their own. It creates a democracy of consumers, not co-investors. It transforms participation into a consultative spectacle, where everyone votes for projects they will never have to personally finance.

Cameroon, through this decree, proposes a radically different path. Not by abandoning the participatory principle, but by complementing it with a dimension that no one had dared to formalize legally: shared fi-nancial responsibility. The citizen is no longer invited to "give their opin-ion." They are invited to "put their hand in their pocket," alongside their municipality and technical and financial partners. They become a co-in-vestor, therefore a legitimate co-decision-maker, and thus co-responsible for the results.

This Cameroonian innovation is not the result of chance. It is rooted in a dual reality. First, that of an Africa where local public resources are structurally insufficient, but where community solidarity remains vi-brant. Second, that of a global crisis of trust in institutions, which re-quires rethinking the very foundations of democratic governance. As Eli-nor OSTROM, Nobel laureate in economics in 2009, wrote in Govern-ing the Commons: "Communities that invest their own resources in man-aging a common good develop monitoring and sanctioning mechanisms far more effective than any external regulation."

This book is not intended as a naive celebration of a legal text. It aims to explore, theorize, and generalize what we now call the New Participa-tory Budget (NPB). Our ambition is threefold: first, to demonstrate the structural failure of the classic participatory budget by drawing on four decades of international experience; second, to conceptualize the NPB as a doctrine of local financial governance, based on tripartite co-financ-ing (Community–Municipality–Technical and Financial Partners); and finally, to propose a universal institutional grammar, adaptable to differ-ent legal and cultural contexts.

This book is addressed to several audiences. To national and local policymakers seeking innovative financing mechanisms for territorial de-
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velopment. To international donors who must rethink their intervention methods to move beyond the logic of dependency. To researchers in po-litical science, public finance, and local development, who will find here a theoretical contribution to the literature on decentralization. To com-munity development practitioners, who will discover operational tools. And, more broadly, to all those who still believe in a substantial democ-racy, where participating also means assuming responsibility.

The architecture of this essay reflects this ambition. We will begin with an uncompromising autopsy of the classic participatory budget, identifying its structural flaws and the deep-rooted causes of its failure. We will then proceed with a detailed analysis of the New Participatory Budget, explaining its conceptual pillars, its operational mechanisms, and the transformation it induces in each actor. We will conclude with a reflection on the systemic impacts of the NPB and its contribution to the emergence of a substantial democracy, anchored in shared responsi-bility.

A methodological clarification is necessary. This work is a doctrinal essay, not a case study. We do not claim to measure the empirical ef-fectiveness of already implemented systems, as Decree No. 0147 is too recent to have longitudinal data. Our approach is one of theorization: starting from a concrete legal innovation to build a generalizable concep-tual model. To do this, we mobilize the most solid academic works in lo-cal governance, decentralized public finance, and democratic theory.

A final word, to dispel any ambiguity. The New Participatory Budget is not a creeping privatization of local public services. It is not about offloading the State's constitutional responsibilities onto citizens. On the contrary, it is about creating a leverage effect: mobilizing limited community resources to multiply public investment and attract external funding, in a logic of co-responsibility. The NPB does not substitute; it multiplies.

The world is going through a deep crisis of democratic representa-tion. Everywhere, citizens feel dispossessed of the decisions that affect
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their daily lives. Everywhere, elected officials struggle to finance local public policies that meet expectations. Everywhere, donors note the low ownership of the projects they finance. The New Participatory Budget offers a response to these three simultaneous deadlocks. Not a miracle so-lution, but a promising path, based on a simple and powerful principle: who invests, decides; who decides, assumes; who assumes, builds.

This book is an invitation to rethink local democracy, not as a peri-odic electoral ritual, but as a daily exercise of financial co-responsibility. If this vision seems audacious, it is because it is. But audacity is precisely what we need to break the impasse in which contemporary democracies have trapped themselves.

Dr. Kaltouma Yedi

Francis Ntsama

GENERAL INTRODUCTION

THE ALARM BELL: The Global Failure of Classic Participatory Budgets

In 1989, the city of Porto Alegre, in southern Brazil, launched an exper-iment that would inspire the entire world. The participatory budget, as conceived by the Workers' Party then in power, promised to reconcile citizens with public affairs by giving them direct power over the alloca-tion of a portion of the municipal budget. The principle was appealing: why shouldn't inhabitants decide for themselves on the construction of a school, the paving of a street, or the installation of a clinic in their neigh-borhood?

Thirty-five years later, the assessment is damning. Not because the idea was inherently bad, but because it was based on a truncated concep-tion of democratic participation. The classic participatory budget asks citizens to vote on the use of public resources without ever proposing that they contribute financially to their mobilization. It thus creates a
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democracy of municipal consumers, where everyone expresses prefer-ences without assuming the economic consequences of their choices.

The figures speak for themselves. In 2018, a comparative study con-ducted by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) on 150 participatory budget experiences in 45 countries revealed that the average rate of effective citizen participation does not exceed 3% of the concerned population. In Paris, where the participatory budget launched in 2014 was presented as the most ambitious in Europe with 500 million euros over five years, the online voting participation rate hovers between 2% and 4% of registered voters. In New York, the participatory budget-ing program implemented in several districts since 2011 struggles to mo-bilize beyond 1% of residents.

But the problem is not just quantitative. It is qualitative. When we analyze the type of projects voted for in these participatory budgets, we see an overrepresentation of urban comfort amenities (public benches, bike lanes, green spaces) at the expense of structuring infrastructure (san-itation, electrification, main roads). Why? Because citizens, invited to choose without having to pay, naturally favor projects with immediate and visible benefits over heavy investments with deferred impacts.

This drift is not accidental. It is inscribed in the very logic of the clas-sic participatory budget, which economist Mancur OLSON anticipated as early as 1965 in The Logic of Collective Action. When an individual can benefit from a public good without having to contribute to its financ-ing, they have a rational interest in maximizing their benefits while mini-mizing their efforts. What OLSON called the "free-rider problem" is ful-ly manifested in participatory budgets: everyone wants to vote, no one wants to pay.

Africa has not escaped this pitfall. On the contrary. Under pressure from international donors, who have made "citizen participation" a cri-terion for awarding development aid, many countries have imported the participatory budget model without adapting its mechanisms to local re-alities. The result is often derisory. Village assemblies organized to vote
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on the allocation of phantom budgets that municipalities cannot afford to finance. Consultations that turn into free-for-alls between interest groups. Projects written on paper, never realized, fueling a generalized cynicism towards institutions.

In Senegal, a 2019 evaluation by the World Bank on participatory budgets implemented in 50 rural municipalities revealed that only 12% of the projects voted for by citizens were actually executed within two years of their adoption. The main reason: insufficient municipal re-sources and the absence of a co-financing mechanism. Citizens vote, but the coffers are empty. Mayors promise, but cannot deliver. Participatory democracy turns into fictitious democracy.

It is no coincidence that Boaventura DE SOUSA SANTOS, one of the most eminent theorists of participatory democracy, wrote in 2005 in Democratizing Democracy that "the participatory budget cannot sur-vive without a refoundation that integrates the notion of shared financial responsibility." Fifteen years later, this refoundation has still not taken place. Or rather, it had not taken place until the emergence of the New Participatory Budget.

Participation Without Financial Responsibility:

Anatomy of an Impasse

To understand why the classic participatory budget has failed, we must return to its theoretical foundations. The central idea, inherited from the republican thought of Jean-Jacques ROUSSEAU and taken up by the-orists of deliberative democracy like Jürgen Habermas, is that the legiti-macy of a political decision rests on the enlightened participation of cit-izens in its elaboration. In Between Facts and Norms (1992), HABER-MAS argues that democracy cannot be reduced to periodic voting but must be embodied in public spaces of deliberation where citizens collec-tively build the common good.
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The classic participatory budget claims to embody this vision. It or-ganizes neighborhood assemblies, votes, debates. But it omits a funda-mental element: the economic dimension of responsibility. One can de-liberate as much as one wants on the construction of a bridge, but if no one is willing to finance even a small part of it, the deliberation remains an intellectual exercise with no real consequence.

Amartya SEN, Nobel laureate in economics in 1998, highlighted this dimension in his book Development as Freedom (1999). For Sen, real freedom is not measured only by the possibility of participating in deci-sions, but also by the effective capacity to act on one's environment. This capacity necessarily implies an economic dimension. A citizen who votes for a project without contributing to its financing does not fully exercise their freedom: they express an abstract preference, not a concrete com-mitment.

This is precisely what is missing from the classic participatory bud-get: the transformation of preference into commitment. When an inhab-itant votes for the construction of a school in their neighborhood, know-ing that they will have to contribute according to their means (even sym-bolically) to the financing of this school, their decision takes on a com-pletely different meaning. They no longer vote as a municipal consumer, but as a co-investor. They no longer choose the most spectacular project, but the most necessary one. They no longer just express a wish; they man-ifest a will.

This absence of financial responsibility has three disastrous conse-quences. First, it leads to an inflation of expectations. Citizens, knowing they will not pay, demand ever more costly projects, without worrying about their budgetary feasibility. Elected officials, trapped in an electoral logic, promise beyond reason. The gap between expectations and achievements widens, fueling distrust.

Second, it disempowers. When a project voted for in the participa-tory budget fails or is delayed, no one feels truly responsible. Citizens ac-cuse elected officials of mismanagement. Elected officials invoke insuffi-
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cient resources. Both sides are right, but neither truly bears the burden of failure, because neither has truly assumed the financial risk of the pro-ject.

Third, it marginalizes the poorest. Paradoxically, the classic partici-patory budget, supposed to give a voice to the excluded, ends up exclud-ing them doubly. Because those who participate most actively in assem-blies and votes are often those who have the time, education, and cul-tural resources to do so: the urban middle classes. The most deprived, absorbed by daily survival, do not vote. And when projects are decided without their financial contribution, they do not feel legitimate to de-mand their realization.

The Birth of the New Participatory Budget: A Conceptual Revolution

It is in this context of generalized impasse that the emergence of the New Participatory Budget must be situated. Not as a brutal break with the participatory ideal, but as its logical fulfillment. The NPB does not re-ject citizen participation; it complements it with financial responsibility. It does not renounce collective deliberation; it anchors it in economic commitment. It does not betray local democracy; it refounds it on more solid bases.

The principle of the NPB is disarmingly simple: any community pro-ject must be co-financed by three stakeholders: the beneficiary commu-nity, the affiliated municipality, and external technical and financial part-ners (State, NGOs, donors). This financial triangulation creates a virtu-ous balance. The community contribution, however modest, guarantees local ownership of the project. The municipal contribution ensures insti-tutional anchoring and sustainability. The contribution of external part-ners provides the necessary leverage for structuring investments.

But beyond the financial mechanism, the NPB operates a profound conceptual revolution. It redefines citizenship not as a passive legal sta-
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tus, but as an active economic practice. To be a citizen, within the frame-work of the NPB, is no longer just to vote in elections or participate in consultative assemblies. It is to invest, in the literal sense of the term, in the development of one's territory. It is to take a financial risk, certainly limited, but real, on the success of a collective project.

This redefinition is part of a long, often forgotten tradition of de-mocratic thought. Alexis de TOCQUEVILLE, in Democracy in America (1835), already observed that the democratic vitality of American town-ships rested less on formal institutions than on the habit of citizens to voluntarily associate to finance and manage common goods: roads, schools, churches. For Tocqueville, democracy is not decreed from above; it is built from below, through the daily exercise of co-responsibil-ity.

The NPB reconnects with this Tocquevillian intuition. It does not make co-financing a technocratic constraint, but a fundamental political act. By contributing financially, however modestly, to a community pro-ject, the citizen is not making a charitable donation. They are exercising a political right: the right to genuinely influence the decisions that affect their living environment. And with this right comes a responsibility: that of assuming the consequences of one's choices.

Cameroon's Decree No. 0147 of July 19, 2023, is the first legal text in the world to formalize this logic. By stipulating that the resources of Neighborhood or Village Committees come from both municipalities and the "voluntary contributions of inhabitants," it institutionalizes the principle of citizen co-financing. But it goes even further. It creates a complete institutional architecture—General Assembly, Executive Bu-reau, control mechanisms—that ensures this financial contribution ef-fectively translates into decision-making power and management re-sponsibility.

This Cameroonian innovation did not emerge from a vacuum. It is rooted in an African reality where public resources are chronically insuf-ficient, but where community solidarities remain vibrant. In thousands
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of villages and neighborhoods, inhabitants already contribute to finance electrification, water supply, and school construction. What Decree No. 0147 does is transform these informal practices into an institutional doc-trine. It provides a legal framework, official recognition, and above all, a possibility of multiplication through public and external co-financing.

Overall Logic of the Book: A Doctrinal Approach

This essay aims to theorize the New Participatory Budget as a universal doctrine of local financial governance. Our approach is not empiri-cal—we do not seek to evaluate the effectiveness of already implemented systems—but conceptual: it is about building a rigorous intellectual model, based on legal analysis, political theory, and public economics.

Three questions structure our reflection. First, why did the classic participatory budget fail? We will devote the first part of this book to an uncompromising autopsy of this model, identifying its structural flaws and the systemic obstacles to local development that it failed to over-come.

Second, what are the conceptual and operational foundations of the New Participatory Budget? The second part will explain the pillars of the NPB—local institutionalization, a structured annual cycle, tripartite co-financing, delegation of execution—and analyze the transformation it induces in each actor: the citizen becomes a co-investor, the munic-ipality becomes a catalyst, and technical and financial partners become impact partners.

Third, what are the systemic impacts of the NPB and what vision of democracy does it carry? The third part will show how the NPB contributes to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs 11 and 16), reduces transaction costs, strengthens social cohe-sion, and prefigures a substantial democracy, based no longer on periodic consultation but on daily investment.
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This intellectual architecture responds to a specific ambition: to make the New Participatory Budget not an interesting local experiment, but an exportable and adaptable governance paradigm. We do not claim that the Cameroonian model should be copied as is everywhere in the world. We affirm that it contains universalizable principles, capable of being adapted to different legal, economic, and cultural contexts.

To do this, we will mobilize the most solid academic works on de-centralization, local public finance, and democratic theory. We will en-gage with Elinor OSTROM on the governance of the commons, with Amartya SEN on freedom as capability, with Jürgen Habermas on delib-erative democracy, and with the World Bank and UNDP on local devel-opment policies. We will cite real legal texts, verifiable institutional re-ports, and reliable economic data.

But we will not be content with compiling existing literature. Our own theoretical contribution consists in showing that citizen co-financ-ing is not simply a technical modality for mobilizing resources, but a fun-damental political principle that redefines the very terms of democratic citizenship. In the NPB, to participate no longer means just to deliberate or vote, but to invest, in both the economic and existential sense of the term.

The Need for a Conceptual Break: Rethinking Local Democracy

The contemporary world is facing a triple crisis of local governance. A crisis of legitimacy, first: everywhere, citizens feel dispossessed of the de-cisions that affect their daily lives, even in the most established democ-racies. A crisis of financing, next: local authorities struggle to mobilize the necessary resources to meet the growing expectations of their pop-ulations. A crisis of effectiveness, finally: development projects financed by international aid or public budgets suffer from a chronic deficit of lo-cal ownership, leading to high failure rates.
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The New Participatory Budget offers an integrated response to these three crises. It restores legitimacy by giving citizens real power, anchored in financial investment. It broadens funding sources by mobilizing com-munity resources, however modest, which create a leverage effect for public and external funds. It guarantees effectiveness by transforming beneficiaries into co-investors, and therefore into vigilant guardians of the proper execution of projects.

But beyond these practical virtues, the NPB carries an ambitious po-litical vision: that of a substantial democracy, where participation is not reduced to a formal ritual but is embodied in concrete acts. This vision is radically opposed to what political scientist Colin CROUCH calls "post-democracy" in his eponymous 2004 book: a regime where demo-cratic institutions formally subsist, but where citizens no longer believe they can genuinely influence decisions.

The NPB is an attempt to exit post-democracy from the bottom up. Not by multiplying symbolic citizen consultations, but by creating spaces of economic co-responsibility where the decisions made have real conse-quences for those who make them. It is a democracy of citizen-investors, where the ballot is supplemented by the payment slip, and where the power to choose is inseparable from the duty to assume.

This conceptual break is not without risks. Some will see it as a com-modification of citizenship, where only those who can pay would have a say. We will show, on the contrary, that a well-designed NPB includes more than it excludes. Because unlike the classic participatory budget, where effective participation is captured by the educated middle classes, the NPB creates mechanisms of financial inclusion (modulated contri-butions, in-kind labor, collective savings) that allow the most deprived to become co-investors at their level.

Others will see it as a disengagement of the State, offloading its re-sponsibilities onto citizens. We will demonstrate, on the contrary, that the NPB does not substitute private investment for public investment, but creates a multiplier effect. Every franc invested by the community
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mobilizes several public and external francs. The State does not with-draw; it multiplies its action by relying on citizen energy.

Finally, others will question the viability of financial voluntarism: will citizens really agree to contribute? The African experience, where millions of people already contribute informally to finance infrastruc-ture, suggests yes. What was missing until now was not citizen will, but the institutional framework to channel, legitimize, and multiply it. This is precisely what the NPB brings.

This book is an invitation to think differently about local democracy. No longer as a set of formal procedures guaranteeing the periodic expres-sion of opinions, but as a system of economic co-responsibility allowing the concrete transformation of territories. No longer as a delegation of power to elected representatives, but as a direct exercise of sovereignty through collective investment. No longer as a consultation of users, but as an association of co-builders.

The path will be long to make the New Participatory Budget a reality on a global scale. But the first stone was laid on July 19, 2023, in a Cameroonian ministerial decree that few people have read, and that we will now decipher, analyze, and universalize. For great political transfor-mations never begin with spectacular revolutions, but with silent inno-vations that, one day, change the face of the world.

PART I

THE UNCOMPROMISING

DIAGNOSIS
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