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Abstract: There is rising scholarly and political interest in participatory budgets and their potential to
advance urban sustainability. This article aims to contribute to this field of study through the specific
lens of the city of Lisbon’s experience as an internationally acknowledged leader in participatory
budgeting. To this end, the article critically examines the lessons and potential contribution of the
Lisbon Participatory Budget through a multimethod approach. Emerging trends and variations of
citizen proposals, projects, votes, and public funding are analysed in tandem with emerging key topics
that show links and trade-offs between locally embedded participation and the international discourse
on urban sustainability. Our analysis reveals three interconnected findings: first, the achievements of
the Lisbon Participatory Budget show the potential to counteract the dominant engineered approach
to urban sustainability; second, trends and variations of the achievements depend on both citizens’
voice and the significant influence of the city council through policymaking; and, third, the shift
towards a thematic Green Participatory Budget in 2020 was not driven by consolidated social and
political awareness on the achievements, suggesting that more could be achieved through the 2021
urban sustainability oriented Participatory Budget. We conclude recommending that this kind of
analysis should be systematically carried out and disseminated within city council departments,
promoting much needed internal awareness of PBs’ potential as drivers of urban sustainability. We
also identify further research needed into the sustainability potential of green PBs.

Keywords: participatory budget; urban sustainability; European green capital; European green
deal; Lisbon

1. Introduction

In the last few decades, spreading scepticism towards democratically elected govern-
ments and their institutions, along with a shared need to improve democratic decision-
making, has convinced public authorities to promote participatory processes in policy
making [1,2]. At the end of the 1980s, a particular category of participatory practices came
to the fore: Participatory Budgets (PB hereafter). Initiated in Latin America, PBs provided
new impetus to participatory processes by allocating a share of the local public budget to
citizen-led initiatives. While aiming to get the most marginalised groups of civil society
closer to democratic institutions and representatives, PBs were celebrated by movements
and parties on the left of the political spectrum for their capacity to foster social justice,
transparency, and accountability [3,4]. During the 1990s and 2000s, international agencies
such as the World Bank, United Nations, Organisation for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment, and European Union endorsed the PB for its potential to recover citizenry trust
towards democracy. The magnitude of its dissemination reached the five continents, with
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higher rates in Latin America and Europe [5]. The disruption of the Covid-19 pandemic,
however, has had major impacts over the implementation of participatory processes in
general and PBs in particular, as public authorities were required to prioritise immediate
responses to the global contagion of the coronavirus, at the expense of PB projects [6].

In 2019, Portugal was the European country with the highest rate of local PBs im-
plemented out of a national legal framework [5]. The enthusiasm around the PB dates to
the early 2000s and then grew exponentially after the Lisbon PB in 2008/2009 [7], which
marked the first city-wide PB implemented by a European capital and introduced a new
model of direct participation. Citizens have since been invited to submit and vote ideas for
public funding in all policy domains, including urban sustainability within the thematic
area “environment, green structure, and energy”. However, only in 2020 did a more explicit
and tangible link emerge between Lisbon’s PB and urban sustainability. As Lisbon received
the European Green Capital Award (EGCA hereafter) and subsequently announced the
launch of a Green PB, it raised great interest worldwide. This promising turn of events and
of policy attention towards more sustainable urban agendas was shaken by the global pan-
demic (Covid-19), yet, as we will see, the city council strove to keep its political promise to
shift the thematic focus of the PB towards urban sustainability, incorporating the European
Green Deal into the 2021 version of the Lisbon PB.

The recent global pandemic has added to the already abundant calls for greater atten-
tion to the health of ecosystems and to the negative impacts of rapid urbanisation and of
cities on local and global sustainability [8,9]. Two notable trends seem relevant here: first,
the growing role of cities in national and international agreements promoting sustainability
(see Sustainable Development Goal 11, UN General Assembly 2015) and related agendas
for climate mitigation and adaptation, and reducing biodiversity loss [10]; second, the
growing demand for nature-based solutions which identifies the participation of citizens
and businesses as key [11,12]. Hence, this article aims to contribute to the participatory
dimension of urban sustainability agendas through the specific lens of participatory bud-
gets, by asking what the lessons and potential contribution of the Lisbon PB experience are
in advancing urban sustainability. To this end, we first describe the key concepts for our
inquiry into participatory budgeting and urban sustainability, by then focusing on the case
study of Lisbon’s accumulated experience of 11 PB editions and its ongoing thematic shift
towards a Green PB in 2020, followed by a “sustainability-oriented” PB in 2021. After pre-
senting our mixed-method approach based on the analysis of grey literature, of statistical
data on the 11 PB editions, and of four semi-structured interviews with key local actors, we
discuss our findings by highlighting emerging trends and variations throughout Lisbon’s
PB experience. This analysis allows us to identify the most common urban sustainability
topics proposed by citizens. We will show that the Lisbon PB has had remarkable success
in attracting citizen proposals and funding projects in key areas of urban sustainability,
covering topics that often go beyond the more technocratic focus on green spaces and in-
frastructure present in international agendas of climate change and biodiversity loss. We go
on to argue that PB achievements are to be understood within the context and framework
of the public agendas set by city councils, as these influence trends and variations within
the PB program. We also found that the pursuit of pedagogical and instrumental purposes
in shifting towards a thematic PB is based on a rather weak evidence-based awareness
about the PB’s contribution in this field. We conclude by recommending that this kind
of analysis should be systematically carried out and disseminated within city council
departments, promoting much needed internal awareness of PBs’ potential as driver of
urban sustainability. We also identify further research needs regarding the sustainability
potential of green PBs.

2. Conceptual Framework: Urban Sustainability and Citizen Participation

Since the origins of the concept of sustainable development based on the balance
between ecological sustainability and human needs, the urban dimension has been a sig-
nificant part of the global debate. Already the Brundtland Report of 1987 referred to “the
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urban challenge” by addressing extreme forms of urbanisation as associated with growing
social and environmental problems [13]. However, whereas initially cities tended to be
considered mainly as hotspots of environmental hazards, and still are [14], the idea of urban
sustainable development nonetheless gained momentum, as urban governments became
increasingly seen as drivers of positive change. In the last few years, local governments
have sought to implement policies to reduce their ecological footprint and gained interna-
tional projection [15] for being considered an appropriate administrative level to enable
changes in everyday structures and behaviours in the face of global climate change. Hence,
sustainability processes are nowadays often analysed on city level, linking environmental
improvements to local economic development [16,17].

This trend culminated in 2015 with the inclusion of a specific “urban” goal in the
17 Sustainable Development Goals [18], which re-energised the momentum initiated with
the Rio Conference in 1992 [19], and the more recent UN New Urban Agenda in 2017 [20].
SDG 11 addresses the challenges faced within urban contexts, while going “far beyond the
typical focus on housing and slum upgrading” ([21], p. 94) to also include targets related
to climate resiliency, waste management, public space, mobility systems, and, ultimately,
forms of participatory planning. Nonetheless, the concept of urban sustainability is often
criticized for being an oxymoron [22], not addressing the inevitable trade-offs between the
environmental, economic, and social dimensions of sustainability [23,24]. The essence of
this critique lays in the fact that urban sustainability itself falls short to define what is to be
sustained, by whom, and for whom [25].

While the understanding of urban sustainability can range from approaches focusing
mostly on the environmental dimension towards others prioritising social justice and
well-being [24], the human dimension has gained a more prevalent role during the 1990s.
“Social sustainability” has since been evoked to highlight the interdependence between
social, economic, and environmental goals [25,26] with a growing concern towards policies
aiming to eradicate poverty and social exclusion [26]. In this regard, the need to mitigate
environmental hazards is increasingly being linked to calls for wider citizen participation,
in order to provide local communities with new conditions to improve their quality of
life [27]. Experiments of co-design and co-production of knowledge [28] through trans-
disciplinary practices [29] have further allowed delving into the contested character of
urban sustainability. In addition, international agencies have equally emphasised the role
of public participation in creating a shared vision of cities’ future by ensuring the inclusion
of different social groups [30].

Scholars contend that the development of participatory processes with citizens pro-
vides evidence for effectively supporting environmental policies and reducing the risk of
future backlashes [31]. As residents have a chance to shape the development of their neigh-
bourhood or city, solutions are likely to be more aligned to local needs and aspirations [32],
as shown in seminal experiences under the “Global Agenda 21” [19]. In some cases, partici-
patory initiatives create new opportunities for partnerships in the management of specific
projects [33–35] either led by public agencies or grassroots groups [36,37], and possibly de-
velop into more extensive sustainability programmes [38]. When participation is prompted
for the strategic planning of green infrastructures and services [35,39,40], new links can be
created among ecological, economic, and societal elements of urban sustainability [41].

Acknowledging the potential of citizen participation for urban sustainability, Hay-
ward [42] suggests looking at participatory processes through the lenses either a deliber-
ative or participatory approach. The former aims at giving the opportunity to a selected
poll of citizens to reflect on socio-ecological and human systems [43]. In this type of
settings, citizens are asked to construct a new ecological rationality [44], possibly reliant
upon multiple governance arrangements [45]. In some cases, deliberative initiatives also
engage experts to foster the public debate with citizens, although this may raise concerns
as to the growing distrust towards science and political power in green thinking [46,47].
Participatory approaches are rather concentrated on the sharing of power among multiple
agents and are more frequently open to the participation of all citizens [48]. Along with
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participatory experiences in the field of urban planning [49], the PB is the most known
participatory process that encompasses mechanisms aimed at collecting proposals from
citizens and allocate public funding for their implementation [50]. However, while the
uptake of PBs worldwide has been significant, little is known about its actual contribution
to advance urban sustainability.

In a recent publication, Cabannes [51] notes that there are few internationally doc-
umented PBs that have put environmental issues at the centre of the public debate. Yet
those that have done so have shown a promising potential to bridge public debates with
concrete actions on climate change. Scholars hold, in fact, that funding community projects
through the PB provides citizens with greater know-how in taking the lead of environ-
mental projects [52], as well as higher degrees of control over service delivery and goals
of redistributive justice [53]. Other scholars, however, cast light on potential risks, as
PBs may incorporate the urban sustainability agenda because of budget cuts imposed
on local authorities, particularly in the aftermath of the financial crisis [34], resonating
with those who claim that the welfare state has been significantly narrowed, especially
in the peripheral Eurozone [54]. The question on whether PBs can contribute to advance
urban sustainability, thus, remains open, as evidence is needed to substantiate hopes and
promises about its potential.

3. The Lisbon Participatory Budget

Portugal was one of the most affected countries of the 2008 financial crisis in Europe,
eventually entering an international bailout provided by the International Monetary Fund
together with the European Bank and the European Commission from 2011 to 2014. Like in
other peripheral Eurozone member states, budgetary cuts imposed on local authorities were
significant [55], which led policymakers to search for innovative and effective mechanisms
of participatory governance. Likewise, the first Lisbon PB in 2008/2009 gave citizens the
possibility to submit and vote project ideas across all policy domains. Over the last decade,
the Lisbon PB was run based on a yearly cycle with a dedicated budget of 5 million euros in
the first editions, later cut to 2.5 million in 2012, which, according to the city council, was a
direct consequence of the austerity measures. The Lisbon PB was the first PB implemented
on a municipal scale by a European capital, having a major impact over the dissemination
of PBs in Portugal and reverberation at the international level [7,56].

Available data show that from 2008 to 2018 the PB has received a total number
of 2073 proposals from citizens: 139 out of them were funded based on citizen voting,
which covered slightly more than a 36-million-euro budget. Today, the Lisbon PB is
one of the longest-running PBs in the country and has recently been awarded as the
best 2020 participatory practice by the national network of participatory city councils
in Portugal (More information at: https://op.lisboaparticipa.pt/, accessed on 12 June
2021). Some scholars have pointed out how the Lisbon PB has contributed to advance
urban sustainability, as distinguished by van der Jagt and colleagues [34] in their extensive
analysis of 20 cities in 14 EU-countries. Buijs and colleagues [57] similarly suggest that
the Lisbon PB provided new conditions for citizens to influence the decision-making and
improve their understanding of the implications of urban sustainability, based on the many
sustainability-oriented projects funded through the PB, such as paths, parks, gardens,
and ecological corridors. “The success in Lisbon is that citizen concern for their urban
environment was captured by the L-PB [Lisbon PB] process. It may also be the case that
the L-PB process increased awareness of the relevance of green to the public” [57] (p. 42).

In 2019, a collaboration between the Lisbon city council and the European agency
Climate KIC led to a trial of a PB for schools, dedicated to encouraging the participation
of youngsters in sustainability projects [51]. At the same time, the creation of a PB Green
Seal aimed at recognising PB proposals with a focus on urban sustainability. These actions
can be considered as a proxy to the forthcoming 2020 Green PB, announced by the Mayor
in October 2019 in light of the 2020 European Green Capital Award (EGCA)—the first
time a capital city from a Southern-European country received this award (The European

https://op.lisboaparticipa.pt/
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Green Capital Award is an initiative launched in 2008 by the European Commission to
celebrate and recognize cities’ achievements in terms of urban sustainability and to provide
role-models for other European cities. Any city government can apply for the award by
submitting an application, and every year a jury selects one city for its efforts and consistent
record of high environmental standards. The award is meant to serve as a platform for
policy-sharing and inspiration, as the European Green Capital shares its best-practices
and experience with other cities. More information about the European Green Capital
Award: https://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/winning-cities/2020
-lisbon/, accessed on 5 May 2021). The Green PB was one of the various actions planned
for 2020, together with tree-planting programs, the (re)opening of a (renewed) public
green space each month of the year, and the implementation of a reduced-emissions-
zone in Lisbon’s downtown. The Green PB was understood as the first PB of its kind,
despite other cities having invested in similar programs, as in the case of Lublin (Poland),
Brussels (Belgium), Odemira (Portugal), and Matz and Bordeaux (France). However,
neither embraced urban sustainability as an exclusive thematic focus or made available
full information regarding procedures and outputs.

Since the Covid-19 pandemic eventually forced the Lisbon city council to suspend the
Green PB in 2020, the 2021 edition went on to recover and enhance the intention to shift
towards a thematic PB. This time, the Lisbon PB is oriented to promote urban sustainability
as framed within the recently-issued European Green Deal and its several action areas. In
addition, the 2021 PB added one specific thematic area concerning physical and mental
health as well as sport, to encourage citizen proposals in response to the impacts of the
pandemic and support the as agenda linked to the European Capital of Sport. Given its
scope, the PB shows a significant capacity to readapt its design to dramatic contingencies
and build on the international debate on sustainability. Despite the ongoing crisis, and
going beyond the PB, the city intends to implement significant environmental changes to
ensure sustainable land use, green infrastructure, and water management. As enshrined
in the 2012 Lisbon master plan and later highlighted by the Lisbon’s Action Plan for
Biodiversity published in 2015, the city aims to expand its green infrastructure by over
200 hectares and create linkages between different green areas through so-called green
corridors. In the last few years, the city has invested in developing a more sustainable
mobility system based on public transport and cycle networks and has become involved in
climate change adaptation and mitigation, culminating into the publication of its Strategy
for Climate Change Adaptation in 2017 with a strong commitment to reducing greenhouse
gas emissions.

4. Methodology

Our interest was raised by the combination of the international achievements of Lisbon
in the fields of participatory budgeting and urban sustainability, which culminated in the
announcement of the Green PB in 2020, followed by the 2021 sustainability-oriented PB
edition framed within the European Green Deal. Our research asked what the lessons and
potential contributions are of the Lisbon PB experience in advancing urban sustainability,
and specifically seeks to understand its contribution throughout the past 11 editions. In
addition, we ask whether its thematic shift towards sustainability relied upon a shared
understanding of its achievements. To this end, we analysed the past 11 PB editions by
means of a mixed-method approach, as synthetised in the Table 1 below.

Firstly, we conducted an analysis of the policy documents produced on the integration
of urban sustainability agenda into the Lisbon PB. We took into account three primary
sources: (i) the PB “Charter of Principles” issued in 2008, which has guided this process
thus far; (ii) the yearly evaluation reports of each one of the 11 PB editions, available
on the city council’s website; and (iii) the Lisbon application to the EGCA, including its
evaluation by the evaluation board. The analysis was conducted between April 2018 and
September 2020 to provide a focussed overview of the main arguments posed by the official
policy discourse.

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/winning-cities/2020-lisbon/
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/winning-cities/2020-lisbon/
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Table 1. Methods and goals.

Methods Goals

Analysis of grey literature. Provide a comprehensive understanding of the
official policy discourse on the Lisbon PB

Quantitative and qualitative data analysis
of past PB editions (or statistical analysis)

Provide an evidence-based overview of the
11 PB editions

Expert interviews Provide complementary data from situated
knowledge of key actors

Secondly, we collected and analysed data on all citizen proposals selected for public
voting and funded projects in the PB from 2008/2009 to 2018. We focussed on proposals and
projects listed in one of the nine thematic areas defined by the PB, namely, “environment,
green structure, and energy”. This is due to the fact that, according to our conceptual
framework, this theme condenses the main tenets of the urban sustainability agenda.
Data collection was based on the systematic consultation of the PB website, oriented by
a twofold purpose: on a quantitative stance, we aimed to draw a comprehensive picture
of trends and variations of proposals submitted by citizens, citizen votes to the proposals,
winning projects (i.e., proposals to be implemented as a result of citizens’ voting), and
public funding allocated for the implementation of projects. On a qualitative stance, we
aimed to make sense of the thematic area by analysing the content of citizen proposals by
identifying emerging key topics.

Thirdly, we interviewed four key actors to account for their personal perspectives on
PB and the urban sustainability agenda in Lisbon. Interviews were conducted with the
advisor in charge of the KIC Climate for the design of the Lisbon Green Seal and the PB for
schools; the head of the municipal direction for participation; the PB coordinator; and an
internal advisor to the municipal councillor for environment, green structure, climate, and
energy who coordinated the Lisbon EGCA application.

5. Findings

Findings are presented below by following the same order of the section above.
Accordingly, we first examine findings from the document analysis; secondly, we delve
into the data retrieved from the consultation of the 11 PB editions; and, lastly, we highlight
the main arguments provided by our four interviewees.

5.1. Document Analysis

The PB “Charter of Principles” is meant to guide the implementation of the PB
according to eight propositions: (i) to promote participatory democracy as issued by
the Portuguese Constitution; (ii) to foster the following goals: active citizenship, civic
education, policy responsiveness, and transparency; (iii) to share power with citizens by
giving them the opportunity to propose and vote new public measures; (iv) to multiply
channels of participation, both face-to-face and online to ensure its reach; (v) to organise
the PB through sequential steps on a yearly basis; (vi) to make available and accessible
information related to the PB; (vii) to be accountable on the implementation of projects;
(viii) to monitor and assess the PB in order to adapt the process to emerging needs. This
chart provides the political and administrative framework to enhance the city council’s
capacity to learn from citizens’ input and provide them with a voice into decision making
through the PB. Considering these eight propositions, the analysis of the yearly PB reports
shows the impacts of political decisions over the institutional design of this process, which
demonstrates a great adaptative nature to the local sociopolitical setting.

The PB reports permit providing insights on the most remarkable changes, such as
the reduction of the budget from 5 million to 2.5 million euros in 2012 (and still in place).
While no public information is made available on the budgetary weight of the PB since
2008, it is possible to collect data from the 2019 PB, which represents around 0.4% of
public investment in the city budget. Considering the remarkable cut operated in 2012
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and the inflating economy of Lisbon in the last few years, these data are likely to have
sensibly changed over time. Allegretti and Antunes [56] argue, in fact, that up to the 2012
cut, the Lisbon PB corresponded to 5.4% of the investment capacity of the municipality.
Nevertheless, this change did not affect the participation of citizens in significant ways,
as shown in the analysis described below. Moreover, in 2021, new criteria for the spatial
distribution of citizen proposals were introduced. Proposals have since been divided
into city-wide (up to 500.000 euros each) and neighbourhood-based proposals (up to
150.000 euros each), which is expected to better respond to citizens’ needs according to
the implementation scale of the projects. The analysis of the PB reports further informs
on changes adopted in the channels of participation, as the first two PB editions were
run online only, followed by a mixed face-to-face and online version from 2010 onwards.
Provided with multiple channels, the PB was expected to improve its reach in the city
and include citizens via local meetings, and online through the PB official website. These
changes were in place until the 2018 PB edition.

The growing importance of the PB as a key space for citizen engagement motivated
the city council to emphasize its potential in its application to the ECGA, stressing its role
in five out of the twelve indicators of the application form: sustainable mobility, sustainable
land use, noise, green growth and eco-innovation and governance(The complete list of
topics is: climate change mitigation, climate change adaptation, sustainable urban mobility,
sustainable land use, nature and biodiversity, air quality, noise, waste, water, green growth
and eco-innovation, energy performance, and governance. The Lisbon application to EGCA
was scored high in the indicators of sustainable mobility, sustainable land use and green
growth, while it did not score particularly well on the indicators for governance (4 out of
12) and noise (6 out of 12). The PB was mostly presented as a flagship of public decision
making, however, without providing further details on the sustainability-oriented projects
funded through the PB—despite its clear contribution to the development of green spaces
and cycle infrastructure. The evaluation board recognised the PB as a “very well established
[practice], with over €31 million allocated over the past 10 years” [58] (p. 45). The board
further appreciated the reference to citizen participation in eco-innovation, as the city owns
a set of “[c]lear and concise policy driven plans involving citizens, universities, businesses
and foreign partners” [58] (p. 43). Yet, the board contended that it is not always clear which
citizens are involved and how, nor what plans are being prepared for the future.

5.2. Data Analysis

To better understand the potential disclosed by the PB in this field, we collected data
on the thematic area “environment, green structure, and energy” from 2008 to 2018, and
focussed on four items: citizens’ proposals; votes; projects; and public funding. The figure
below puts together findings from the analysis made per PB edition (for more detailed
information, see Table A1 in Appendix A). An overview of the emerging trends shows
that 38% of citizen proposals were submitted in the selected thematic area, while around
27% of the projects were eventually funded in this thematic area. Data about the volume
of votes show that around 18% were made by citizens for projects in this thematic area
(n = 54863), which corresponded to slightly more than 16 million euros allocated for their
implementation (around 44% of the overall budget, slightly less than 36 million euros).

Figure 1 elucidates the relatively large amount of budget allocated to this field, with a
considerable peak at the very beginning of the PB in the city, as the first PB holds a primacy
in all rates. The visible drop down in 2012 may be explained by the remarkable changes
made in that year, as a response to the financial crisis. Nevertheless, the drop contrasts
with a relatively high rate of proposals (36%) pointing to the significant citizens’ interest in
the implementation of projects within the thematic area despite the budgetary cut operated
in that year. The increase of projects and funding allocated to their implementation in 2016
opposes to the decrease in the number of proposals, which has persisted in 2017 and 2018.
To provide a more substantive explanation of these trends and variations, we analysed
the 785 citizen proposals selected from 2008 to 2018 in the thematic area. Our goal was to
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better understand the emerging topics related to urban sustainability by disaggregating
the official classification of the thematic area. Accordingly, we identified eight key topics:

• Topic 1 ‘city/neighbourhood’: promotion of green initiatives at the neighbourhood
and/or city level;

• Topic 2 ‘recovery’: regeneration and green recovery of streets, squares, and public
spaces;

• Topic 3 ‘gardens’: improvement and/or creation of new parks and gardens for all
and/or for children;

• Topic 4 ‘farming’: creation of new urban farming and gardening;
• Topic 5 ‘mobility’: promotion of sustainable mobility;
• Topic 6 ‘animals’: animal protection;
• Topic 7 ‘energy’: sustainable energy (e.g., street led lighting);
• Topic 8 ‘pollution’: combat air and noise pollution.

Figure 1. Percentages of proposals, votes, projects, and funding in the “environment, green structure, and energy” thematic
area of the Lisbon PB from 2008 to 2018. Data source: Lisbon city council (http://op.lisboaparticipa.pt, accessed on 12
June 2021).

The eight key topics help characterise both qualitatively and quantitatively the most
frequent aspects considered by citizens. Figure 2 below shows the rates of citizen proposals
per key topic, while extended information about proposals and projects can be found in
Table A2 in Appendix B.

The content analysis of citizens’ proposals suggests that some topics hold greater
consistency, despite the rise and decline of others, as in the case of the first five topics and
topic 7 ‘energy’. Topics 1 ‘city/neighbourhood’, 2 ‘recovery’, and 3 ‘gardens’ are significant
throughout the PB editions, the latter peaking in 2016. In contrast, topics 7 ‘energy’ and
8 ‘pollution’ show the lowest rates overall. The inversely proportional relation between
topic 3 ‘gardens’ and topic 2 ‘recovery’ is substantiated by the former taking over from the
decrease of the latter. Moreover, topics 6 ‘animals’ and 8 ‘pollution’ increased considerably
in the last PB editions, whereas topics 5 ‘mobility’ (absent in 2017 and 2018 editions),
4 ‘farming’ and 7 ‘energy’ (absent in the 2018 edition) decreased significantly. To better
understand the magnitude of each key topic, we also collected data about the votes made
by citizens and the allocated public funding for the implementation of projects from 2008
to 2018 (Table 2).

http://op.lisboaparticipa.pt
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Figure 2. Percentages of citizen proposals per key topic in the “environment, green structure, and energy” thematic area of
the Lisbon PB from 2008 to 2018. Data source: Lisbon city council (http://op.lisboaparticipa.pt, accessed on 12 June 2021).

Table 2. Votes and public funding allocated per key topic in the “environment, green structure, and
energy” thematic area of the Lisbon PB from 2008 to 2018.

Key Topic Proposals
(2008–2018)

Projects
(2008–2018)

Votes
(2008–2018)

Funding
(2008–2018)

1
‘city/neighbourhood’ 163 3 5298 1,800,000 euros

2 ‘recovery’ 223 9 6494 3,250,000 euros
3 ‘gardens’ 255 16 31,351 6,340,000 euros
4 ‘farming’ 31 1 346 150,000 euros
5 ‘mobility’ 48 2 4832 3,100,000 euros
6 ‘animals’ 30 5 6382 825,000 euros
7 ‘energy’ 16 1 89 500,000 euros

8 ‘pollution’ 19 1 71 50,000 euros
Source: Lisbon city council (http://op.lisboaparticipa.pt, accessed on 12 June 2021).

Highlights from the table above show that topic 3 ‘gardens’ holds the record with
more than 30,000 votes received throughout the PB editions and the largest amount of
funding, which is consistent with the number of projects implemented throughout the
11 PB editions (n = 16). The high rate of votes builds on—at least—a couple of landmark
projects that mobilised great support from citizens: the restoration of the Botanic Garden in
2013, and the “Caracol” garden in 2016, the latter gathering 9447 votes, the highest ever in
the Lisbon PB. Funding is relatively high in topics 2 ‘recovery’ and 5 ‘mobility’, as well. The
latter confirms that, despite the few approved projects (n = 2), these can have a significant
impact on public spending for demanding a wider approach to urban intervention in the
green infrastructure.

5.3. Interviews

Exploratory interviews helped us to draw a clearer picture of emerging trends, vari-
ations, and topics throughout the 11 PB editions. Accordingly, we interviewed four key
actors: the advisor in charge of the KIC Climate for the design of the Lisbon Green Seal and
the PB for schools; the head of the municipal direction for participation; the PB coordinator;
and the politically appointed advisor to the municipal councillor for environment, green

http://op.lisboaparticipa.pt
http://op.lisboaparticipa.pt
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structure, climate, and energy. Interviews took around one hour each and were based on a
similar semi-structured approach.

The KIC Climate advisor was interviewed in July 2020 to discuss the progressive
tendency of the PB towards urban sustainability themes, with a focus on the Green Seal
launched in 2019, which, according to our interviewee, was designed to raise citizens’
awareness. The Seal was also conceived as a proxy to the 2020 Green PB through a
step-by-step strategy aimed to learn from the past editions and prepare the future of this
participatory process. Likewise, the piloting of the PB for schools—focused on themes of
sustainability—was thought of as an opportunity for young students to take decisions over
a more sustainable future. In September 2020, we interviewed the municipal director of
citizen participation and the PB coordinator at the city council. The former emphasised
the growing political commitment towards urban sustainability, which found in the PB
a potential ally. As the deputy mayor in charge of the PB encouraged a more inclusive
and face-to-face approach to participation, the reduction in number of citizens’ proposals
selected for public voting aimed to ease the internal coordination for the implementation of
the projects. In 2018, new “pedagogical goals” mobilised the department of participation
that soon embraced the political intention to promote a Green PB in 2020 to encourage
behavioural changes in the city. This effort, she contended, did not entail only the incorpo-
ration of urban sustainability themes, but rather the capacity to make its values accessible
to all through a common language shared between the city council and citizens. In this
way, the PB could be approached not as a mere financial tool for the implementation of
projects, but rather as a generator of new bridges between the city council and citizens.

Along with pedagogical goals, the PB coordinator reinforced the instrumental purpose
of the envisioned transition towards the 2020 Green PB. The thematic focus on urban
sustainability implied, according to our interviewee, the opportunity to keep high the
international interest on the PB by building upon the connection with the European agency
KIC Climate. Most importantly, this shift implied the opportunity to solve the pitfalls
of this process regarding the time-demanding analysis of citizens’ proposals in all policy
areas and implementation of projects. Both stages are coordinated by the PB team with
other municipal departments, which ends up increasing the red tape and slowing project
implementation (see also [59]), with implications over the credibility of the PB with citizens.

Lastly, the interview with the internal advisor to the councillor responsible for Lis-
bon’s application to the European Green Capital Award allowed us to better position
the PB within the urban sustainability agenda pursued by the city council. While the
interview focused mainly on the development of Lisbon’s Green Infrastructure from an
urban planning perspective, it gave important insights into the city’s journey towards being
acknowledged with the title of 2020 European Green Capital. The winning application
submitted in 2017 was the third application submitted by Lisbon, having reached second
place the previous year. According to our interviewee, the EGCA communicated in 2018
had an additional impact over the EGC programme: based on the city’s track record with
participatory processes, the EGC assessment formula for indicator 12 (“Governance”) was
changed slightly to include an explicit reference to “Partnerships and Public Involvement”.
As a result, from 2019 onwards, applicant cities are required to describe their strategies
for citizen participation, which should be considered, according to our interviewee, an
important contribution of Lisbon’s application.

6. Discussion

The inclusion of a thematic focus on urban sustainability, which was planned for the
2020 PB edition and then took place in 2021 by incorporating the European Green Deal
action areas, is a turning point in the history of the Lisbon PB. Scholars contend that citizen
participation can effectively contribute to advance urban sustainability [42,51], and the
Lisbon PB seems to prove efficacy in allocating public funding to local issues perceived
as most pressing or urgent in this field [26]. This process further shows that, despite the
considerable cuts induced on the available budget in 2012, public engagement has been
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relatively high throughout the 11 editions, with a more visible decrease in numbers over
the last few editions. Bearing this in mind, and relying upon evidence retrieved from our
study, our discussion develops around three main findings.

Firstly, data show that the Lisbon PB aligns with urban sustainability goals and seems
to counteract the dominant engineered approach towards sustainability, focused on green
growth and innovation. As Gulsrud and colleagues [60] stress, the international agenda
tends to undermine ‘ecological green resources’ (e.g., parks, trees, grassland, water bodies,
etc.) by prioritising short-term deliverables (e.g., cycle paths, storm-water channels, foot-
paths and access routes, energy-efficient built environment) in detriment of biophysical
achievements. In Lisbon, the authors (ibidem) contend that some of these trends reverber-
ate in the unbalanced commitment to planning public spaces and nature-based solutions
beyond the city boundaries, while additional criticisms are raised as to the capacity of
the city to address rising real estate prices and social exclusion (cf. [61]). Against this
background, our findings show that the PB contrasts with the otherwise dominant focus
on green growth and eco-innovation of several other policy programmes, including the
ECGA [62]. Despite the slow decline over the last years, findings show that around 33%
of citizen proposals and projects, 18% of votes, and 44% of public funding are dedicated
to the “environment, green structure, and energy” thematic area of the PB. Interestingly,
these outcomes align only partially to the emphasis put by international agendas on urban
infrastructure. Instead, other topics, often excluded from the dominant agenda on sustain-
ability, are prevalent in the PB, as is the case of animal protection. We therefore note the
potential of a green PB to promote a more balanced approach to socio-ecological challenges,
while counteracting an engineering-led discourse of urban sustainability present in, among
others, the EGCA. Scholars have argued that this approach reduces the opportunity to
promote equitable, inclusive urban transitions [62]. Hence, given Portugal’s challenging
economic context of the last decade and the correlation between national wealth and the
performance of Europe’s capital cities in terms of sustainability [16], this contribution of
the Lisbon PB towards urban sustainability is particularly valuable.

At the time of writing, the 2021 Lisbon PB is being implemented with a 2.5-million-
euro budget. Preliminary data show a sensible decrease of citizen participation at the stage
of proposals’ submission (=251), and only 75 out of them considered for public voting.
An overview on the distribution of proposals in the new eight thematic areas shows a
preponderance of the mental and physical health and sport theme (n = 75), followed by
smart and sustainable mobility (n = 45), adaptation and mitigation of climate changes
(n = 43), and reduction of pollution and promotion of biodiversity (n = 41). Circular
economy and efficient building collected the same number of proposals (n = 16), followed
by the promotion of just food systems (n = 10), and only 5 proposals for clean and renewable
energy. The decrease in numbers of proposals should be analysed attentively in the future,
taking into consideration the impacts of the pandemic in the field of citizen participation [6].
At the moment, we can only speculate about possible reasons behind this decline, as these
data can either reveal a process of cultural accommodation to the thematic shift, or the
adoption of online tools only due to the restrictions of the Covid-19 pandemic. These data
may also indicate a mounting disillusionment regarding the PB as a policy mechanism, out
of any direct correlation with urban sustainability themes.

Secondly, PB achievements should be understood in light of the local agenda and
public action of the city council. The 2012 PB edition represented a turning point due to
cuts in the allocated budget from 5 to 2.5 million euros and the distribution of the budget
into city-wide projects and smaller interventions at the neighbourhood level, which all
seemed to influence the decrease in votes, projects, and allocated budget, but not proposals.
As citizen interest around urban sustainability remained high up to 2016, the last few
PB editions showed a decrease in proposals, contrasting with a relatively high number
of votes, projects, and allocated funding. This variation can be traced back to changes
prompted under the deputy mayor in charge of the PB, who aimed to reduce the number
of citizen proposals selected for public voting to ease the red tape and, later in 2018, to
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boost a new pedagogical ethos to prepare the shift towards the 2020 Green PB. Also in 2016,
the ‘Caracol’ garden, one of the most emblematic PB projects for urban sustainability, was
funded with a record number of votes. This project relied upon an unprecedented citizen
mobilisation that reverberated citizen support for the restauration of the Botanic garden in
2013, which attracted one of the highest rates of votes ever. As pointed out by Allegretti
and Antunes [55], the social dynamics behind the submission of citizen proposals heavily
rely upon pre-existing networks and interest groups, which often explain the success of
specific projects in the Lisbon PB.

The impact of the two garden projects can be understood in the framework of the
identified key topics, where topic 3 ‘gardens’ emerges as the most frequent. Its progressive
growth throughout the 11 PB editions emphasises the decrease of topic 2 ‘recovery’. This
inverse relation may relate to a broader shift in the public discourse and citizen understand-
ing of urban sustainability in Lisbon, as the focus on the quality of green public spaces
seems to prevail over the more infrastructure-based interventions aimed at improving
streets and squares, as argued above. This hypothesis is also substantiated by empirical
knowledge about the city council’s action in this field, which plays a key role in managing
significant trade-offs of urban development [23], with implications on governance tools, as
in the case of the PB. For example, the lack of proposals in Topics 4 ‘farming’ and 7 ‘energy’
in the last edition, as well as the absence of proposals in Topic 5 ‘mobility’ in the last couple
of editions, can be traced back to the mainstreaming of urban policies in these fields, which
reduced public demand when it comes to PB processes.

Thirdly, our interviews suggest that the shift towards a thematic PB in 2020 was
primarily seen as an opportunity to pursue pedagogical purposes and reduce the red tape
of the PB. On the one hand, the PB was expected to foster a common language on, and
understanding of, sustainability between the city council and citizens. On the other, this
shift was expected to ensure a more straightforward analysis of citizen proposals and
higher implementation rates. The streamlining of this process, therefore, was less a result of
a shared understanding of its achievements, as—despite the step-by-step process towards
urban sustainability theme via the Green Seal and the PB for schools—the announcement
of the 2020 Green PB relied upon low evidence-based awareness of its contribution. These
limits may have lowered the political ownership paired by an equally low rate of citizen
participation in the first urban-sustainability-oriented PB in 2021. The systematisation of
knowledge on the contribution of the PB to urban sustainability provided in this study,
therefore, offers a review of the PB’s achievements and contributes to our understanding
and awareness of the reasons why, and the ways in which, such specific participatory
arrangements can make a difference in citizen-centred sustainable policy-making. It thus
translates the insights from Lisbon’s case study into lessons for the improvement and
advancement of PB as an additional mechanism that may respond to the global and local
calls for change, and greater focus on sustainable urban futures.

7. Conclusions

Our study aimed to contribute to the participatory dimension of urban sustainability
agendas through the specific lens of participatory budgets, by asking what are the lessons
and potential contributions of the Lisbon PB experience towards urban sustainability,
and analysing in detail Lisbon’s developments in this field, keeping in mind the failed
attempt to implement a Green PB in 2020, and the ongoing sustainability-oriented PB in
2021. Accordingly, this study presents and discusses the Lisbon PB experience and its
achievements with a focus on the “environment, green structure and energy” thematic area,
with the aim to understand its achievements and substantiate the potential to advance the
city’s urban sustainability agenda.

Our analysis reveals three interconnected findings. First, the Lisbon PB demonstrated
considerable achievements in the “environment, green structure and energy” thematic area,
corroborating the idea that citizens are indeed interested in promoting urban sustainability.
Proposals and projects cover a wide range of topics, some of them showing the potential to
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go beyond an engineering-based vision of green spaces and infrastructure, as well as one
less aligned with international agendas of climate change and biodiversity loss. Second,
the achievements heavily depended on public action by the city council in deciding to
invest in specific policies, with reverberations over the types of citizen demands to the
PB. Finally, the shift towards a thematic PB in 2020 was not driven by social and political
awareness of the PB achievements in terms of urban sustainability, but rather by the pursuit
of pedagogical and instrumental (efficiency-led) purposes. The implementation of the 2021
sustainability-oriented PB, however, widens its scope and is likely to hold a potential that
may be further analysed in the future. We recommend that this kind of data collection
and analysis should be systematically carried out and disseminated within city council
departments, promoting much needed internal awareness of PBs’ potential as drivers of
urban sustainability. We also identify further research needs into the sustainability potential
of green PBs.

At the time of this study, the 2021 PB edition is in progress and it is impossible to
retrieve significant up-to-date insights from its outcomes that ought to be addressed in
future research. However, we may interpret the low participation rate in the 2021 PB as the
need to accommodate society to the idea that now the PB only funds citizen proposals in the
field of urban sustainability. It might also relate to the reduced capacity of the city council
to capitalise knowledge from past editions and raise awareness about the opportunity to
reorientate the PB towards urban sustainability. Last, these data may also mean that the
public attitude, interest, and trust towards the PB as a policy mechanism per se is declining.
Likewise, we acknowledge three main limitations in our study that can hopefully inspire
the scholarly debate. Firstly, the focus on one city (albeit a leader in this field) is inevitably
limited, and international comparative analyses on the contribution of the PB in this field
will enhance our understanding of the potential of citizen participation to advance urban
sustainability. Secondly, the focus on the Lisbon PB thematic area “environment, green
structure and energy” may have sidelined insights from other thematic areas, which could
contribute to other aspects of urban sustainability, thus, future research should take into
consideration citizen proposals and projects funded in all PB thematic areas for a more
comprehensive picture of its achievements. Thirdly, an in-depth investigation into citizens’
views of urban sustainability would make an important addition to this initial overview of
Lisbon’s experience.

Despite the limitations inherent to our exploratory study, our findings offer useful
insights into the potential of participatory budgets in contributing towards more sustainable
cities. As we enter the third decade of the 21st century, the pressure and hopes around the
role of cities to fight climate change and contribute to reduce biodiversity loss is growing.
Agendas, including those based on nature-based solutions, are building momentum and
expectations. We believe that a better understanding of the PB potential can make an
important contribution towards more sustainable futures, promoting greater awareness
and commitment of both citizens and local governments.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Citizen proposals, votes, winning projects, and public funding in the Lisbon PB.

PB Editions Total of Citizen
Proposals (No.)

Citizen Proposals
in the Thematic

Area (No.)
% Total of

Votes (No.)
Votes in the Thematic

Area (No.) % Total of Winning
Projects (No.)

Winning Projects
in the Thematic

Area (No.)
%

Total of
Public

Funding (€)

Public Funding in
the Thematic Area

(€)
%

2008 89 62 70% 1101 572 52% 5 4 80% 5,130,176 4,550,000 89%
2009 200 98 49% 4719 1148 24% 12 4 33% 4,817,492 1,825,000 38%
2010 291 112 38% 11,570 1722 15% 7 3 42% 4,500,000 2,250,000 50%
2011 228 86 38% 17,887 4265 24% 5 3 60% 4,600,000 2,600,000 56%
2012 231 83 36% 29,911 620 2% 15 1 7% 2,375,000 100,000 4%
2013 208 85 41% 35,922 11,788 33% 16 5 31% 2,475,000 940,000 38%
2014 211 92 44% 36,032 7386 20% 13 3 23% 2,428,000 1,100,000 45%
2015 189 75 40% 42,130 5644 13% 15 3 20% 2,500,000 800,000 32%
2016 182 38 21% 51,591 11,595 22% 17 7 41% 2,480,000 1,050,000 42%
2017 128 28 22% 37,673 5898 16% 15 2 13% 2,513,000 300,000 12%
2018 122 26 21% 34,672 4225 19 3 16% 2,505,000 500,000 20%

TOTAL 2073 785 38% 18% 139 38 27% 36,441,176 16,015,000 44%

Appendix B

Table A2. Proposals from the emerging topics in the thematic area “environment, green structure, and energy” of the
Lisbon PB.

PB Editions
Topic 1

City/Neighbourhood
Topic 2

Recovery
Topic 3

Gardens
Topic 4

Farming
Topic 5

Mobility
Topic 6

Animals
Topic 7
Energy

Topic 8
Pollution

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

2008 15 24% 28 45% 15 24% 2 3% 2 3% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0%
2009 20 20% 44 45% 25 24% 4 4% 3 3% 1 1% 1 1% 0 0%
2010 12 11% 41 37% 39 35% 8 7% 7 6% 1 1% 3 3% 1 1%
2011 18 21% 30 35% 23 27% 5 6% 6 7% 2 2% 2 2% 0 0%
2012 19 23% 22 26% 27 32% 2 2% 10 12% 1 1% 0 0% 2 2%
2013 18 21% 19 22% 29 34% 3 3% 5 6% 5 6% 3 3% 3 3%
2014 20 22% 18 19% 33 36% 5 5% 8 9% 4 4% 1 1% 3 3%
2015 24 32% 6 8% 31 41% 0 0% 6 8% 3 4% 2 3% 3 4%
2016 3 8% 4 10% 16 42% 1 3% 1 3% 8 21% 2 5% 3 8%
2017 5 18% 6 21% 10 36% 1 3% 0 0% 4 14% 2 7% 0 0%
2018 9 35% 5 19% 7 27% 0 0% 0 0% 1 4% 0 0% 4 15%

TOTAL 163 21% 223 28% 255 32% 31 4% 48 6% 30 4% 16 2% 19 2%
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