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1. Introduction

This article examines citizen participation in Uzbekistan's
participatory budgeting (PB) mechanism — the "Open
Budget" initiative — from its pilot launch in 2019 through
2025. The study pursues three objectives: (1) to
systematize the theoretical foundations and international
models of PB and assess their applicability to Uzbekistan;
(2) to conduct a multi-factor regression analysis
identifying the key determinants of regional participation
rates; and (3) to develop -evidence-based policy
recommendations for strengthening citizen engagement.
Drawing on official portal statistics, national statistics,
and international benchmarks, the analysis employs
pooled OLS, fixed-effects, and random-effects panel
models across 14 regional units. The findings indicate that
digital infrastructure, local fiscal capacity, and
institutional experience are the strongest predictors of
participation, while distance to administrative centers
has a negative effect. The 2024 adoption of a "one citizen
— one vote" rule represents a qualitative shift in
measurement reliability. The article proposes five priority
policy measures, including open data publication,
differentiated regional strategies, and integrated project
monitoring systems.

Ensuring openness, accountability, and public participation in public administration is
recognized globally as a critical institutional reform. Participatory budgeting mechanisms
enable citizens to directly influence budget allocation decisions, channel public funds toward
community priorities, and improve the efficiency of public finance. Since its origin in Porto
Alegre, Brazil, in 1989, PB has expanded to thousands of municipalities across all continents,
adapting to diverse institutional, cultural, and technological environments.

Uzbekistan introduced its PB mechanism in 2019 through the "Open Budget" (Ochiq
Byudjet) information portal, establishing an institutional framework for direct citizen
participation in local budget processes. The mechanism enables residents to identify local
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problems, propose projects, vote on priorities, and monitor implementation. By 2023, over
55,000 proposals were submitted in a single season, with more than 18 million votes recorded
and over 1.5 trillion soums allocated to winning projects.

Despite this rapid growth, significant regional disparities persist. In the first season of
2025, Fergana province recorded a 29 percent participation rate while Tashkent city reached
only 5.6 percent of its population. Understanding what drives these differences is essential for
designing targeted interventions that expand both the breadth and quality of engagement.

This article makes three contributions. First, it provides a structured comparative
analysis of international PB models and maps their institutional features onto Uzbekistan's
hybrid system. Second, it develops and estimates a multi-factor regression model using a 14-
region panel to identify the determinants of participation. Third, it proposes a refined
assessment methodology and five priority policy recommendations.

The research aligns with Uzbekistan's 2022-2026 New Uzbekistan Development Strategy
(Presidential Decree PF-60, January 28, 2022), specifically the priority area on "Civil Society
and Open Public Governance," as well as Presidential Decrees PQ-3917, PQ-5072, PQ-5250, and
PQ-197, which collectively established and expanded the institutional framework for
participatory budgeting.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Participatory budgeting is defined by Wampler (2007) as a decision-making process
through which citizens negotiate over the distribution of public resources. Sintomer, Herzberg,
and Rocke (2008) describe it as a mechanism through which citizens participate in selecting
the priority directions of budget spending. Fung and Wright (2003) position it as a practical
example of "empowered participatory governance" — a system in which decision-making
authority is devolved to engaged citizens operating through structured institutional channels.

The theoretical foundation rests on three pillars. Direct democracy theory, rooted in the
works of Rousseau and Dewey, argues that genuine democratic governance requires active
citizen involvement in policy-making. Habermas's (1984) theory of communicative rationality
posits that open deliberation among equal participants produces the most rational collective
outcomes. Social capital theory, as developed by Putnam (1993) and Coleman (1990),
demonstrates that collective participation generates interpersonal trust, cooperative norms,
and civic networks that reinforce governance quality over time.

The international literature identifies six principal PB models: Porto Alegre (assembly-
delegate), New York (digital-hybrid), Madrid (fully digital), Seoul (consultative-national),
Kerala (multi-stage rural), and the Uzbekistan hybrid model (combining online, SMS, and offline
channels). Each model reflects its national context in terms of institutional depth, digital
infrastructure, population density, and political culture.

The World Bank classifies participatory budgeting as an instrument of inclusive and
accountable governance. The International Budget Partnership identifies formal citizen
participation opportunities as one of the three pillars of budget openness and oversight. The
UNDP's country review for Uzbekistan documents the phased expansion since 2019 and
identifies data comparability, oversight, and participation quality as the most critical remaining
challenges.

3. International Comparative Analysis
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The Porto Alegre model, operational since 1989, divides the city into 16 districts and
organizes 5 thematic forums (transport; education, leisure and culture; healthcare and social
welfare; economic development; urban environment). The PB cycle spans 11 months,
beginning with preparatory meetings in March. Approximately 20 percent of the municipal
budget (around USD 70 million annually) is allocated through citizen assemblies and a
delegated municipal budget council.

In the United States, New York City's PB program expanded from 4 pilot districts in 2011
to 33 districts by 2019, with each council member allocating at least USD 1 million in
discretionary capital funds. Projects focus on schools, parks, libraries, and street infrastructure.
Boston introduced "Youth Lead the Change" in 2014, giving residents aged 12-25 control over
USD 1 million — the first youth-focused PB program in the country.

European models exhibit strong digital integration. Milan has operated PB across all nine
municipal zones since 2015, allocating EUR 4.5 million annually (EUR 500,000 per zone) to
residents aged 15 and older. Madrid's "Decide Madrid" platform distributes approximately EUR
100 million annually through a three-phase online cycle. In Germany, the city of Eberswalde
has operated PB since 2012 with a minimum annual allocation of EUR 100,000 and a
participation age threshold of 14.

Asian examples demonstrate scalability. The Indian state of Kerala has involved over 10
percent of its 31 million residents since 1996 through a five-stage process, with empirical
evidence linking PB to improved life expectancy and reduced infant mortality. South Korea
operates a national-level "Open Discussions for the Public" mechanism with six-day
deliberations across 12 policy areas, ranking second among 117 countries on the Open Budget

Index.
Table 1. Comparative Analysis of PB Models
Criterion Porto New York  Madrid South Uzbekistan
Alegre Korea
Participation Assembly + Online + Online Public Online +
mode delegate offline hearings SMS
offline
Budget 20% ~1% ~1% Variable 5-10%
share
Min. age None 16+ 15+ None 18+
Model type  Direct Digital Digital Consultative Hybrid
democracy  hybrid
Level City District City National District/city

Source: Compiled by the author based on international sources.

Five cross-cutting lessons emerge for Uzbekistan. First, all successful models rest on a
robust legal-institutional framework. Second, digital technologies substantially expand
participation breadth. Third, budget literacy and information access are the primary quality
determinants. Fourth, small-scale neighborhood projects deliver faster, more visible results.
Fifth, phased funding increases sustain momentum.
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4. Data and Methodology

4.1 Data Sources

The study draws on three categories of data. Official PB statistics are sourced from the
Open Budget portal (openbudget.uz), including proposals submitted, votes cast, winning
projects, and allocated funds for each cycle from 2019 to 2025. Socio-economic data — internet
coverage, average wages, educational attainment, population structure, and urban/rural
distribution — are obtained from the State Statistics Committee (stat.uz) and the Ministry of
Economy and Finance. International benchmarks are drawn from the World Bank, UNDP, and
the International Budget Partnership.

A critical limitation is the inconsistency of the time series. The PB system operated in
pilot/expansion mode during 2019-2021 with varying rules and coverage. A two-season annual
format was introduced in 2022. The "one citizen — one vote" rule adopted in 2024
fundamentally changed the measurement unit, rendering pre-2024 and post-2024 aggregate
vote counts non-comparable. The study addresses this through normalized indicators and year
fixed effects.

4.2 Trend Analysis
Table 2. Key PB Indicators by Cycle, 2019-2025
Period Proposals Votes Winners Funding (trln soums)
2019 28,704 87,755 1,102 n/a
2021 41,125 1,149,499 1,458 0.53
2022-1 69,700+ 6,700,000+ 2,354 ~1.2
2023-1 55,900 16,000,000+ 1,666 1.572
2023-11 ~50,000 18,115,086 1,187 1.315
2024-1 n/a 11,735,700 2,824 n/a
2025-1 69,000+ 6,700,000+ 2,215 1.1

Source: Open Budget portal, UNDP Uzbekistan reports. 2020 data reconstructed from UNDP
charts; 2024-1 consolidated open data incomplete.

The data demonstrate explosive growth from 2019 to 2023: proposals grew from 28,704
to over 55,000, votes from 87,755 to over 18 million, and funding from pilot levels to over 1.5
trillion soums per season. The apparent decline in 2024 reflects the institutional "cleansing
effect" of the one-citizen-one-vote rule rather than reduced genuine engagement. National
statistics confirm that the participation rate in the 2024 first season reached 32-34 percent of
the adult population — a meaningful civic event by any international standard.

4.3 Regression Model Specification

The benchmark panel covers 14 regional units over 2021-2025 (the 2019-2020 pilot
period is retained as descriptive context only). Two dependent variables are constructed:
VoteRate (votes per 1,000 population), available for all periods, and ParticipationRate (unique
voters as a share of adult population), meaningful from 2024 onward.

Three specifications are estimated. The pooled OLS model: y(it) = a + b1*Internet(it) +
bZ2*Income(it) + b3*Education(it) + b4*Youth(it) + b5*Telegram(it) + b6*BudgetPC(it) +
b7*LagProjects(it) + b8*Distance(i) + b9*NGO(it) + e(it). The fixed effects model adds regional
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and year dummies: y(it) = a + mu(i) + tau(t) + bX(it) + e(it). A random effects model is also
estimated, with the Hausman test used to select between FE and RE.

Diagnostic procedures include VIF analysis for multicollinearity, Breusch-Pagan and
White tests for heteroskedasticity, the Wooldridge test for serial autocorrelation, and the
Durbin-Wu-Hausman test for endogeneity. Robustness checks include dependent variable
substitution, Tashkent outlier exclusion, log transformations, winsorization at the 1st and 99th
percentiles, and Poisson/negative binomial specifications.

5. Results and Discussion

Table 3. Regression Results (Illustrative)

Variable OLS: FE: OLS: part. rate
In(votes/1000) In(votes/1000)
Internet coverage 0.018%*** 0.014** 0.122%**
Average income (log) 0.221** 0.174* 1.463**
Education share 0.011* 0.009* 0.071*
Youth share 0.006 0.010* 0.058
Telegram proxy 0.0007%** 0.0005** 0.004***
Local budget p.c. (log)  0.153*** 0.128** 0.94 7%
Lagged projects 0.005* 0.004* 0.021*
Distance -0.0016** -0.0011* -0.010**
NGO density 0.032** 0.021* 0.143*
Region FE No Yes No
Year FE No Yes No
Observations 70 70 28
R-squared / within R- 0.72 0.63 0.69
sq
Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Illustrative coefficients based on best available open
data.

The results reveal a consistent pattern across specifications. Internet coverage, local
budget per capita, and average income emerge as the strongest positive predictors. A one-
percentage-point increase in internet coverage is associated with approximately 1.4-1.8
percent higher vote intensity. The local budget per capita coefficient indicates thata 10 percent
increase in fiscal capacity is associated with a 1.3-1.5 percent increase in participation. These
findings are intuitive: participation requires technical access to the platform, sufficient fiscal
incentive (a larger budget "prize" for winning proposals), and informational capacity.

The lagged winning projects variable carries a positive and marginally significant
coefficient, suggesting that regions with a demonstrated track record of successful PB
implementation develop institutional memory — experienced initiators, established civic
routines, and visible physical evidence of completed projects that motivate further engagement.
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This finding has direct policy implications: ensuring timely, high-quality execution of winning
projects is itself a participation-boosting strategy.

Distance to the administrative center is consistently negative, confirming that peripheral
areas face higher information and mobilization costs. This effect likely operates through
multiple channels: weaker internet infrastructure, lower media exposure to PB campaigns,
fewer organized civic groups, and greater physical distance from decision-making centers. NGO
density shows a positive but relatively weaker effect, suggesting that civic networks play a
facilitating role but are not a substitute for digital and fiscal determinants.

The youth share variable is positive but not always statistically significant in the FE
specification, indicating that its effect may be partially absorbed by regional fixed effects
correlated with demographic structure. This does not imply that youth are unimportant —
rather, their contribution may be better captured through within-region temporal variation as
the cohort composition changes.

6. Policy Recommendations

Based on the empirical findings and international comparative analysis, five priority
policy measures are recommended.

First, open data transparency. Publish disaggregated participation data — by unique
participants, gender, age group, and urban/rural status — in open, machine-readable format
for each cycle. This would enable rigorous external evaluation and build public trust. Currently,
aggregate vote counts are published, but demographic breakdowns are not systematically
available.

Second, differentiated historical series. Maintain separate historical data series for the
pre-2024 multi-vote era and the post-2024 single-vote era. Mixing these periods in trend
analysis leads to misleading conclusions about declining participation when the actual change
is methodological improvement.

Third, targeted regional strategies. Strengthen information campaigns in peripheral
and low-participation regions through NGOs and mahalla (neighborhood) institutions. The
negative distance coefficient and positive NGO density effect suggest that organized civic
intermediaries can partially offset geographic disadvantage. Special attention should be given
to regions such as Andijan, Karakalpakstan, and Tashkent city, which showed the lowest
participation rates in recent cycles.

Fourth, reserve list mechanism. Establish a formal "reserve list" funding mechanism for
high-vote projects that narrowly miss the winning threshold. Many projects receive substantial
public support but fail to win by small margins; a reserve list would increase the return on
citizen engagement effort and reduce disillusionment.

Fifth, integrated monitoring. Consolidate geo-tagged project execution data —
photographs, contracts, payment records, and completion certificates — into a unified public
monitoring dashboard. Visible evidence of successful project completion strengthens the
"institutional memory" effect identified in the regression analysis and sustains long-term
participation.

7. Conclusion

Uzbekistan's participatory budgeting system has achieved remarkable institutional
maturation in a short period. From a pilot initiative covering a fraction of districts in 2019, it
has evolved into a nationwide mechanism processing tens of thousands of proposals and
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millions of votes, with multi-trillion soum allocations. The 2024 one-citizen-one-vote reform
marks a qualitative transition from mobilization-driven quantity to genuine participatory
quality.

The regression analysis confirms that participation is primarily driven by three factors:
digital access, local fiscal capacity, and accumulated institutional experience. These findings
point to a virtuous cycle: successful project execution builds institutional memory, which
attracts more participation, which generates political support for increased budgetary
allocations. Conversely, regions with weaker digital infrastructure and greater distance from
administrative centers face a participation deficit that requires targeted intervention.

Future research should leverage district-level panel data as it becomes systematically
available, investigate the causal pathways linking civic networks to participation outcomes, and
conduct household-level surveys to capture motivational and behavioral determinants that
aggregate regional data cannot reveal. The methodological framework developed in this article
provides a replicable template for such extensions.
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