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The 2015 Open Budget Survey: 
Overview

Though often seen as technical and far removed 
from ordinary people’s everyday concerns, the 
budget is perhaps the government’s most powerful 
tool to tackle economic and social challenges 
and pursue desired policy goals. Further, meeting 
international development goals—including recent 
agreements around the United Nation’s sustainable 
development goals and climate change—will 
depend on the national budget policies adopted to 
support their implementation. What a government 
proposes in its budget could literally change lives, 
particularly for those who are poor and marginalized 
and rely heavily on public services to meet their 
basic needs. Thus, the public needs to know what 
spending and tax policies the budget proposes, 
have a voice in budget decisions, and be able 

to hold government accountable for managing 
public money.

However, in most countries, public budget 
systems and practices do not measure up, according 
to the Open Budget Survey (OBS) 2015. The survey 
examines the current state of budget transparency 
and how it has changed over time; the degree to 
which opportunities for public participation in the 
budget process are present; and the strength of the 
two formal oversight institutions, the legislature and 
the supreme audit institution.2 The 2015 OBS was 
produced by the International Budget Partnership 
(IBP), a nongovernment organization that 
collaborates with civil society to use budget analysis 
and advocacy as a tool to improve governance and 
reduce poverty. The survey covers 102 countries, 
including 23 developing countries in Asia and the 
Pacific.3 The OBS was first introduced in 2006 and 
is now in its fifth iteration.

http://www.adb.org/publications/series/governance-briefs
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“The 2015 OBS 
shows how far 
countries have to 
go to meet basic 
standards of budget 
transparency and 
accountability.”

The centrality of budget transparency, 
participation, and oversight—the three pillars 
of budget accountability—to address global 
and country challenges is broadly accepted by 
international institutions, governments, and donors. 
Since the last OBS was published in 2012, the 
international standard setters in fiscal transparency, 
which includes the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), the Public Expenditure and Financial 
Accountability program (whose secretariat is 
hosted by the World Bank), and the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), have each revised their standards on 
effective public financial management to more 
fully embrace open budget systems and practices 
(Box 1).

The 2015 OBS shows how far countries have to 
go to meet basic standards of budget transparency 
and accountability. It finds that the large majority of 
countries provide insufficient information for civil 

society and the public to understand or monitor 
the budget. Also, only a small number of countries 
provide appropriate mechanisms for public 
participation, and formal oversight institutions 
frequently face limitations in performing their 
function of holding governments accountable.

While this is cause for concern, there is also 
reason for optimism. The series of OBS reports 
published over the past decade indicate that there 
has been notable progress in budget transparency, 
with this progress continuing into 2015. Budget 
transparency has increased in nearly all parts of 
the world, and progress has been especially robust 
among those countries that had provided the 
least budget information in the past. Advances 
have often been achieved quickly and at little cost, 
for instance, by governments simply publishing 
documents that they already produced for their 
own internal use. A significant number of countries 
have seen dramatic improvements brought about 

Box 1: Growing Consensus on the Benefits of Fiscal Transparency

Supported by a growing body of evidence, international financial institutions, the investor 
community, researchers, and even many governments increasingly agree with civil society’s long-
held view that open budget systems and practices lead to more efficient outcomes and are essential 
for holding government accountable for the management of public funds.

The International Budget Partnership (IBP) facilitated a number of case studies examining the 
political economy of fiscal transparency, which were published in 2013.a The research found that a 
key factor driving improvements in budget transparency was the governments’ desire to show both 
the domestic private sector and international financial markets that they were serious about their 
fiscal responsibilities. 

The publication also reported a strong relationship between increased budget transparency and 
higher credit ratings and lower borrowing costs on government bonds. In fact, a well-developed 
strand of research shows that increasing transparency is associated with better credit ratings in 
a cross-section of countries when controlling for several other variables, such as gross domestic 
product per capita, default history, and external debt and deficit levels.b

A recent comprehensive review of existing evidence on the effects of fiscal openness finds that 
greater fiscal transparency yields “lower government borrowing costs due to macro-fiscal disclosure, 
lower corruption due to the audit of government programs and the disclosure of specific budget 
execution information, [and] greater electoral accountability of politicians.”c It also indicates that 
citizen participation in budget processes can lead to improved allocation of resources to social 
sectors, such as health and education, and increased efficiency of spending.

Another recent IBP analysis indicates that the budgets of transparent countries are more likely to 
have more accurate projections of economic growth and inflation, and spending that is more closely 
aligned with what was planned.d Credible and reliable budgets support the effective delivery of 
public services and macroeconomic stability.
a  S. Khagram, et. al. 2013. Open Budgets: The Political Economy of Transparency, Participation, and Accountability. 

Washington, D.C. Brookings Institution Press.
b  See, for instance, F. Hameed. 2011. Budget Transparency and Financial Markets. IBP Working Paper. 1; R. G. Gelos 

and S. J. Wei. 2005. Transparency and International Portfolio Holdings. Journal of Finance. 60(6). pp. 2987-3020; 
and R. Glennerster and Y. Shin. 2008. Does Transparency Pay? IMF Staff Papers. 55(1). pp.183-209.

c  P. de Renzio and J. Wehner. 2015. The Impacts of Fiscal Openness: A Review of the Evidence. SSRN. New York.
d  B. Sarr. 2015. Credibility and Reliability of Government Budgets: Does Fiscal Transparency Matter? IBP. Washington, 

D.C.
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“Results from the 
2015 OBS reveal 
large gaps in the 
amount of budget 
information that 
governments are 
making available 
to the public.”

by a combination of government commitment and 
pressure from both inside and outside the country, 
as well as encouragement and technical assistance 
from donors and domestic and international civil 
society.

In fact, the 2015 OBS provides further evidence 
that any country—irrespective of geographical 
location or income level—can establish open and 
accountable budget systems if there is political will 
to do so.

The State of Budget Transparency

Results from the 2015 OBS reveal large gaps in the 
amount of budget information that governments 
are making available to the public. Calculated from 
a subset of survey questions on the timeliness 
and comprehensiveness of information that 
governments make publicly available, the average 
Open Budget Index (OBI) score of the 102 
countries surveyed in 2015 is 45 out of 100. 

A large majority of the countries assessed—in 
which 68% of the world’s population live—provide 
insufficient budget information. These 78 countries 

have OBI scores of 60 or less. Of concern, 17 
countries provide scant or no budget information, 
with scores of 20 or less (see Box 2 for a discussion 
of the survey methodology).

Of the 102 surveyed countries, only 24 provide 
sufficient budget information, with OBI scores 
above 60, and just 5 of these countries provide 
extensive amounts of information (with scores 
above 80).

In the 23 developing countries in Asia and the 
Pacific covered by the survey, the average OBI 2015 
score is 40 out of 100, somewhat lower than the 
global average. Of these countries, 21 have scores 
of 60 or less, including 5 countries—Cambodia, 
the People’s Republic of China, Fiji, Myanmar, and 
Viet Nam—with scores of 20 or less. Only two 
countries—Georgia and the Philippines—provide 
sufficient budget information, scoring above 60, but 
none provide extensive information (Table 1).

The survey finds that about one-third of 
budget documents that should be made available 
to the public are not, both globally and in Asia 
and the Pacific countries. These documents were 
either not produced at all, produced for internal 
use only, or published too late to be useful. 

Box 2: Open Budget Survey Methodology

The Open Budget Survey (OBS) is the world’s only independent comparable measure of budget 
transparency, participation, and oversight. The survey is conducted by independent researchers 
typically based in each of the countries surveyed. The researcher determines the answers to 140 
factual questions, and the results are reviewed by an anonymous expert. Governments in all survey 
countries are also invited to review and comment on the results, and many do so. 

The OBS is divided into three sections. The first section includes 109 questions that assess 
whether national governments produce and disseminate to the public eight key and basic budget 
documents during the course of the year. These include budget plans, execution reports, and audit 
reports. These questions comprise the Open Budget Index (OBI)—a broad, comparable measure of 
budget transparency that assigns each country a score between 0 and 100.

The second section includes 16 questions that examine opportunities for public participation 
in budget processes. The final 15 questions examine the strength of the two formal oversight 
institutions, the legislature and the supreme audit institution. Based on the answers to these 
questions, countries are also given a score between 0 and 100 in each of these areas.

The OBS uses criteria developed by the International Monetary Fund in its Code of Good 
Practices on Fiscal Transparency, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
in its Best Practices for Budget Transparency, and International Organization of Supreme Audit 
Institutions in its Lima Declaration of Guidelines on Auditing Precepts. The indicators on 
public participation in the OBS draw on guidelines for public engagement in the environmental 
management sector and on literature on local government budget processes.

Although the OBS is a fairly comprehensive assessment of budget transparency, it has some 
limitations. First, the survey looks only at central government and does not assess transparency at 
subnational levels of government. Second, it focuses on the availability of budget data published 
by governments and does not assess the quality of that information. Finally, the survey looks at the 
central government budget and does not cover some issues, such as the activities of state-owned 
enterprises or public procurement policies that can have a major bearing on government financial 
positions.
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“Failure to publish 
information that 
is already being 
produced is clearly 
a question of political 
will, which donors 
and civil society can 
try to influence.”

Of particular concern, governments in 16 
countries—including 6 in Asia and the Pacific—
failed to even publish the Executive’s Budget 
Proposal, a foundational document that describes 
the government’s proposed budget policies.

Many of the budget documents that are missing 
from the public domain were prepared but are 
inaccessible to the public. Budget transparency 
could be significantly advanced if governments were 
to take the simple step of releasing these prepared 
documents. Failure to publish information that 
is already being produced is clearly a question of 
political will, which donors and civil society can try 
to influence.

The survey also found that even when budget 
documents are published, they frequently lack 
sufficient detail. For example, among the Executive’s 
Budget Proposals that are published, on average, 
less than  60% of the desired information is provided 
(this is also the case in Asia and the Pacific). Thus, 
to even further increase budget transparency, 
governments need to provide more comprehensive 
budget information. This can be an issue of a 
government’s capacity, and so donors and civil 
society can support progress by providing technical 
assistance.

Improvements in Budget Transparency 
over Time

The OBS has been conducted five times in the last 
decade, with previous rounds completed in 2006, 
2008, 2010, and 2012. The number of countries 
included in the survey has grown over successive 
rounds.

From 2012 to 2015, the average OBI score for 
the 100 countries, for which comparable data 
are available, increased from 43 to 46. For the 23 
developing countries in Asia and the Pacific covered 
by the 2015 OBS—all of which also participated in 
the 2012 Survey—the average OBI score increased 
from 39 to 40 from 2012 to 2015. 

Certain countries made remarkable progress 
in budget transparency from 2012 to 2015. Among 
countries in Asia and the Pacific, the Kyrgyz 
Republic’s OBI score jumped from 20 in 2012 to 
54 in 2015 while the Philippines’ score rose from 
48 to 64. In other regions, examples include Tunisia, 
which nearly quadrupled its score from 11 in 2012 to 
42 in 2015, and the countries in Francophone West 
Africa, whose average scores rose substantially from 
2012 to 2015, continuing the rapid improvements 
from 2010 to 2012. These examples demonstrate 

Source: IBP. Open Budget Survey 2015.

Table 1: Few Developing Countries in Asia and the Pacific Provide Sufficient 
Budget Information
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“Overall, the largest 
improvements in 
budget transparency 
from 2012 to 2015 
were made by 
countries that were 
among the least 
transparent.”

how the commitment of governments accompanied 
by other favorable factors, such as donor support, 
international standards, and civil society pressure, 
can yield significant and rapid improvements in 
budget transparency.

Overall, the largest improvements in budget 
transparency from 2012 to 2015 were made by 
countries that were among the least transparent. 
Countries that were at the bottom of the index 
in 2012, with scores of 40 or less, have improved 
significantly: their average OBI score rose from 18 in 
2012 to 28 in 2015, a sizable increase of more than 
half. This is also the case among countries in Asia 
and the Pacific, with those scoring below 40 in 2012 
showing an average increase of 7 points in 2015.

This upward trend also holds up when looking 
at a longer time frame. A comparison between 2015 
data and data from earlier surveys shows that, on 
average, individual countries’ scores increased by 10 
points from the first year they joined the OBS, and 
that the greatest gains in budget transparency have 
been made by countries that were among the least 
transparent when first surveyed. This is also true 
among countries in Asia and the Pacific.

An examination of the publication of budget 
documents tells a similar story. For the 100 countries 
for which comparable data are available, on average 
51 more documents were published on time in 
2015 than in 2012 (a rise of 10% in the number of 
documents published). This adds to progress from 
previous years. Since the start of the OBS, 112 net 
additional budget documents have been published 

in the countries surveyed. For countries in Asia 
and the Pacific, a net of 16 more documents were 
published in 2015 than in 2012 (a 15% increase) and 
28 more have been published since each of these 
countries were first included in the OBS (Table 2).

Enthusiasm about Progress Should 
Be Tempered

Enthusiasm over these signs of progress in budget 
transparency, however, should be tempered by four 
considerations. First, the progress is from a low base. 
So even after recent improvements, most countries 
fail to provide sufficient information for an adequate 
budget debate.

Second, despite the overall upward trend, 
a significant number of countries experienced 
declines in their OBI scores from 2012 to 2015. 
Twenty-three countries declined by more than 5 
points, and 7 saw sharp declines, with their OBI 
scores falling by more than 10 points. Of these seven 
countries, four are in South Asia (where the average 
score declined by 14 points from 2012 to 2015). 
While South Asia has historically been a strong 
regional performer on the OBI, these countries 
experienced a range of political and bureaucratic 
obstacles in 2015 that hindered transparency, 
although some appear to be temporary in nature. 
(Box 3).

Third, far too many countries that were 
found to have unacceptably low levels of budget 

Document 2012 2015 Net Change
Pre-Budget Statement 9 12 +3
Executive’s Budget Proposal 17 17 0
Enacted Budget 20 23 +3
Citizens Budget 5 13 +8
In-Year Reports 17 18 +1
Mid-Year Review 6 7 +1
Year-End Report 16 16 0
Audit Report 14 14 0
Total 104 120 +16

* Comprises the 23 developing countries in Asia and the Pacific covered by the Open Budget Survey 2015.

Source: Data from the International Budget Partnership’s Open Budget Survey.

Table 2: Increase in the Number of Documents Published in Asia  
and the Pacific Countries* (2012 and 2015)
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“The OBS results 
indicate that 
most countries 
currently provide 
few opportunities 
for the public 
to participate in 
budget processes.”

Box 3: South Asia Budget Transparency Decline in Open Budget Index 2015

South Asia suffered a widespread decline in budget transparency in 2015. In 2012, the average Open 
Budget Index (OBI) score for the 6 countries in South Asia was 55, second only to the regional 
average of Western Europe and the United States. From 2012 to 2015, however, the average OBI 
score for the region declined by 14 points. The two countries that registered the steepest drops were 
India (22 points) and Nepal (20 points), followed by Afghanistan (17 points), Pakistan (15 points), 
Sri Lanka (7 points), and Bangladesh (2 points).

A large factor behind the decline was the failure to publish documents in a timely manner—
documents that, in the past, had been published on time. According to the Open Budget Survey 
(OBS) criteria, documents must be available for timely use in budget discussions. India delayed the 
publication of its Mid-Year Review and the Year-End Report; Nepal failed to publish the Executive’s 
Budget Proposal on time; Pakistan was late in publishing the Year-End Report; and Sri Lanka was late 
with its Audit Report. In Afghanistan, rather than a reversal in the publication status of documents, 
its decline reflected a deterioration in the variety and level of detail presented in the Executive’s 
Budget Proposal. 

The reasons for these declines varied. In Nepal, changing political circumstances was a critical 
factor. In particular, the legislature was dissolved in May 2012 and was only reinstated after elections 
in November 2013. In the absence of a legislature during this interim period, the executive did not 
publish the Executive’s Budget Proposal prior to implementing it. In Afghanistan, India, Pakistan, and 
Sri Lanka, the reasons are less clear. Based on discussions with OBS researchers and other country 
experts, underlying factors appear to include staffing changes, bureaucratic stress, and, in one case, 
a formal inquiry into the misconduct of a senior official. 

It appears that some of South Asia’s regression in the 2015 OBS might be temporary in nature 
rather than a systemic decline in transparency practices. Since the end of the 2015 OBS period, 
India and Pakistan, for instance, have published documents on time that were not publicly available 
during the survey period.

transparency when first surveyed are failing to 
advance reforms. For example, Algeria, Bolivia, 
Cambodia, Chad, the PRC, Equatorial Guinea, Fiji, 
Iraq, Myanmar, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Viet Nam 
have been among the least transparent countries 
(with OBI scores of 20 or less) every single year 
they have been in the OBS. And, of the 25 countries 
whose scores placed them in the category of 
governments that provide citizens with limited 
budget information when first surveyed (with OBI 
scores between 41 and 60), 19 either remain there or 
have fallen into lower categories in 2015.

A fourth and final reason to temper enthusiasm 
about progress pertains to the volatility in the 
transparency of many countries, which creates 
tremendous challenges to those attempting to 
understand or monitor national budgets. This is 
illustrated by examining the changes in budget 
documents published among select countries. 
For 11 of the 23 developing countries in Asia and 
the Pacific covered by the 2015 OBS, 2 or more 
documents changed status at least twice over 
multiple rounds of the survey. In Papua New 
Guinea, for example, the Enacted Budget was 

published in 2006 and 2008, was not published 
in 2010 and 2012, but then was published again in 
2015. Similarly, its Audit Report was not available to 
the public in 2006, was published in 2008, was not 
published in 2010, was published again in 2012, and 
then was not published in 2015 (Table 3).

Public Participation

The importance of governments providing 
opportunities for the public to participate in budget 
processes has been increasingly recognized in 
recent years. Public participation was first included 
as a measure in the 2012 OBS and has since been 
incorporated into new standards issued by the 
IMF and the OECD. The Global Initiative on Fiscal 
Transparency (GIFT), a multi-stakeholder network 
promoting open and accountable public finance, 
is also playing a key role in the development and 
advancement of participation principles.

The OBS results indicate that most countries 
currently provide few opportunities for the public 
to participate in budget processes. Among the 
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countries surveyed in 2015, the average score for 
participation is just 25 out of 100. This suggests that 
meaningful channels for the public to engage in the 
formal budget process are rare in the vast majority 
of countries. The 23 developing countries in Asia 
and the Pacific covered by the OBS had an average 
participation score of 24, in line with the global 
average.

Participation opportunities are typically 
insufficient at all stages of the budget process. 
Further, even when governments have established 
mechanisms for the public to participate, they often 
fall short of good practice. The most common way 
for governments to open up the budget process to 
public participation is through legislative hearings. 
However, while more than half of the countries 
surveyed hold public hearings on budget issues, only 
19 out of 102 countries (3 out of the 23 countries in 
Asia and the Pacific) allow the public to testify at 
both of the two key budget hearings—hearings on 
the macroeconomic framework, and hearings on the 
individual budgets of administrative units, such as 
health and education.

Despite the overall lack of opportunities for 
participation, some countries have introduced 
innovative reforms to advance public participation. 
Such examples can help inform potential reforms 
in other countries. GIFT has commissioned a series 
of cases studies to highlight innovative programs in 
countries such as the Philippines and the Republic of 
Korea (see Box 4 for more details).4 

Table 3: Volatility in Document Publication in Papua New Guinea

Oversight by Legislatures and 
Supreme Audit Institutions

The formal oversight provided by legislatures and 
supreme audit institutions plays a fundamental role 
in the budget process. While civil society can act 
as an independent watchdog, it cannot replace the 
fundamental role of formal oversight institutions. 
Accordingly, the OBS also contains questions 
that provide separate scores on the strength of 
the oversight that legislatures and supreme audit 
institutions are able to provide.

In 2015, the average score for legislative strength 
is 48 out of 100. Only 36 countries scored more than 
60, suggesting that they have adequate latitude 
to execute their responsibilities. Legislatures in 
the remaining 66 countries—the majority of those 
surveyed—have serious deficiencies in their ability 
to oversee the budget.

In almost one-third of countries surveyed, 
legislatures are not provided with enough time 
to review the budget proposal before it has to be 
passed. In 55 countries, legislatures do not have 
adequate access to internal research and analytical 
capacity, such as a specialized budget research 
office. Further, the executive branch is able to skirt 
legislative oversight once the budget is enacted 
in the majority of countries surveyed. In these 
countries, legislative approval is not required for 
redistributing resources or reallocating additional 
revenues and contingency funds.

4  For a discussion of GIFT’s work on public participation in budgeting and links to the case studies, see M.Petrie. 2015. Public 
Participation in Fiscal Policy: The Next Frontier in Budget Transparency. Global Initiative for Fiscal Transparency. 3 September. 
http://www.fiscaltransparency.net/use/public-participation-in-fiscal-policy-the-next-frontier-in-budget-transparency/

“The formal 
oversight provided 
by legislatures and 
supreme audit 
institutions plays a 
fundamental role in 
the budget process.”

Document 2006 2008 2010 2012 2015
Pre-Budget Statement
Executive’s Budget Proposal
Enacted Budget
Citizens Budget
In-Year Reports
Mid-YearReview
Year-End Report
Audit Report

Available to the public           Produced for internal use only           Not produced

Source: Data from the International Budget Partnership’s Open Budget Survey.

http://www.fiscaltransparency.net/use/public-participation-in-fiscal-policy-the-next-frontier-in-budget-transparency/
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Among the 23 developing countries in Asia and 
the Pacific covered by the OBS, the average score 
for legislative strength was 42 out of 100, with 7 
countries scoring more than 60. The large majority 
of these legislatures, including those in 18 countries 
in Asia and the Pacific, had no specialized research 
office. Additionally, legislatures in 15 countries 
receive the Executive’s Budget Proposal less than 
3 months before the start of the budget year, and 7 
receive it less than 6 weeks in advance. 

Supreme audit institutions are tasked with 
scrutinizing the use of public funds. The average 
score for supreme audit institution strength in 2015 
is 65 out of 100, indicating that they are typically 
reasonably independent and have sufficient 
resources to carry out their work (countries in Asia 
and the Pacific had an average score of 65, same 
as the global average). Still, 43 countries scored 
below 60, suggesting that their supreme audit 
institutions are unable to adequately perform 
their responsibilities. Moreover, in the majority 

of countries, including those that score above 
60, the quality assurance systems for supreme 
audit institution reports are either deficient or 
nonexistent. This is also the case for countries in 
Asia and the Pacific.

The Accountability System

The design of the OBS is based on the premise that 
efficient, effective, and accountable budget systems 
rest on three pillars: budget transparency, public 
participation in the budget process, and oversight by 
strong formal government institutions. The absence 
of any one of these three components weakens the 
entire system.

Results from the 2015 OBS reveal that very few 
countries are solid across all three pillars. Of the 24 
countries that score well on budget transparency, 
just four—Brazil, Norway, South Africa, and 
the United States—also score well across the 

Box 4:  Participation Mechanisms in the Republic of Korea and the Philippines

A central question around the design of any participation mechanism is who—the public, civil 
society groups, policy experts—provides input into the budget process?

The Government of the Philippines has instituted a mixed approach to public engagement in the 
budget process, which includes both a mass-based mechanism, known as Grassroots Participatory 
Budgeting, and consultations at the national level with civil society organizations facilitated by 
Budget Partnership Agreements. These approaches allow the government to collect broad-based 
feedback directly from citizens and conduct targeted consultations with civil society organizations 
that can bring more technical knowledge to policy discussions.

Grassroots Participatory Budgeting is a bottom–up approach led by the national government. 
Teams comprising an equal number of government and nongovernment representatives conduct 
consultations to identify what public goods and social services are needed by local residents. The 
priorities identified then help inform the budget of the relevant national agency. This process has 
been implemented in over 1,500 cities and, in the 2015 budget, resulted in an additional P21 billion 
being allocated to 16,000 projects identified by citizens.

The Government of the Philippines complements Grassroots Participatory Budgeting with Budget 
Partnership Agreements. Through these agreements, national government agencies invite civil 
society organizations with technical knowledge to participate in the preparation of the agencies’ 
budget proposals and to help decide on budget priorities. As of April 2014, 15 agencies had entered 
into Budget Partnership Agreements with civil society organizations, and three agencies have 
completed consultations without a formal partnership.

The Republic of Korea’s approach involves two innovative mechanisms for civil society and the 
public to provide input on the performance of government programs. 

The first approach gathers expert opinion. Line ministries work with a committee of policy experts 
and members of civil society organizations to conduct an assessment of the ministry’s programs and 
identify instances of wasteful spending. The Ministry of Strategy and Finance then reviews the line 
ministries’ reports. Programs that receive poor ratings can face cuts in their budget. 

The second approach seeks to gather more broad-based public feedback. The Ministry of 
Strategy and Finance established a website to collect public input on wasteful spending and budget 
misappropriations, and the public is financially rewarded for its input. From 1998 to 2013, nearly 
2,000 inputs were received from citizens and civil servants, resulting in significant savings (equal to 
around $13 billion), and government paid out rewards of roughly $31 million.

“The design of the 
OBS is based on the 
premise that efficient, 
effective, and 
accountable budget 
systems rest on 
three pillars: budget 
transparency, public 
participation in the 
budget process, and 
oversight by strong 
formal government 
institutions.”
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participation and oversight dimensions (with scores 
above 60). In contrast, nearly one-third (32) of the 
countries covered by the survey fail to meet the 
OBS standard of adequacy on any of the measures, 
including 7 of the 23 developing countries in Asia 
and the Pacific covered by the survey. (The scores 
for all 23 Asia and Pacific countries are shown in 
Table 4.)

A total of 12 countries (Algeria, Angola, 
Equatorial Guinea, Fiji, Liberia, Morocco, Myanmar, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Yemen, and Zimbabwe) 
fall into the weak performing category (with scores 
of 40 or less) across each of the measures. These 
countries are characterized by a lack of budget 
transparency, weak legislatures, weak auditors, and 
few or no opportunities for public participation. 
Their entire budget accountability ecosystems are 
deficient, which seriously undermines the effective 
management of funds and creates openings for 
corruption.

Recommendations 

A virtuous cycle, in which the three pillars of the 
budget accountability system are strengthened, 
ultimately requires governments to act. 
Bolstering the political will of governments to 
do so, however, requires the active, persistent, 
and mutually reinforcing engagement of a 
wide range of stakeholders. For this reason, 
IBP’s recommendations are directed not just at 
governments but also international institutions, 
donors, investors, and civil society organizations.

The right package of reforms for any country 
will depend on the specific deficiencies present 
in its budget system. Accordingly, IBP has 
published individual country summaries with 
tailored recommendations for each country 
surveyed, including all of the developing countries 
in Asia and the Pacific covered by the OBS.5 But 
the survey’s findings also lead to some general 
recommendations that apply to different categories 
of countries and to actors engaged in more than 
one country.

Recommendation 1: Publish More Information
All actors should work toward increasing the 
number of published documents in countries 
with OBI scores of 40 or below, and increase the 
comprehensiveness of documents in countries 

with scores between 41 and 60. This is particularly 
the case for the six lowest scoring countries in Asia 
and the Pacific, none of which make the Executive’s 
Budget Proposal available to the public.

Recommendation 2: Institutionalize Gains 
in Transparency
All actors should ensure gains in transparency 
—whether publishing previously undisclosed 
documents or improving the content of budget 
documents—are not reversed. Preserving these 
gains allows countries to build on their progress and 
keep budget transparency on a positive trajectory. 
The decline in the 2015 OBI scores of the South 
Asian countries, for instance, would likely not have 
occurred if transparency processes had been more 
institutionalized. 

Recommendation 3: Provide More 
Opportunities for Public Participation
Legislatures should support the establishment 
of open legislative hearings on the budget during 
which the public is permitted to testify. The 
executive branch should develop mechanisms 
such as participatory budgeting and social audits 
to obtain public inputs during the formulation and 
implementation of the budget. The Philippines stands 
out as a leader in creating opportunities for grassroots 
participation in the national budget process. 

Recommendation 4: Empower Oversight 
Institutions
All actors should seek to improve legislative 
capacity to engage with the budget in a meaningful 
way through better access to research and analytical 
capacity. All actors should also support supreme 
audit institutions in establishing procedures to 
monitor audit processes and evaluate individual 
audits with the goal of increasing the quality and 
reliability of the reports they produce. Currently, 
only 5 of the 23 countries in Asia and the Pacific 
have a parliamentary budget office, and only 6 have 
supreme audit institutions with a quality assurance 
system in place.

Recommendation 5: Promote the 
Development of Integrated and 
Accountable Budget Ecosystems
All three pillars of the budget accountability system 
are needed to ensure that appropriate checks 
and balances are in place. While Georgia and the 

5  Country summaries with specific recommendations for each of the 102 countries surveyed are available at http://www.internationalbudget.
org/opening-budgets/open-budget-initiative/open-budget-survey/country-info/

“IBP’s recommendations 
are directed not just 
at governments but 
also international 
institutions, donors, 
investors, and civil 
society organizations.”
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Country

Transparency 
(Open Budget 

Index)
Public 

Participation
Oversight by 
Legislature

Oversight by
Supreme Audit 

Institution

Afghanistan 42 27 36 50

Azerbaijan 51 19 37 50

Bangladesh 56 23 49 75

Cambodia 8 8 43 58

People’s Republic of China 14 6 3 50

Fiji 15 10 0 25

Georgia 66 46 73 100

India 46 19 39 75

Indonesia 59 35 82 75

Kazakhstan 51 27 70 59

Kyrgyz Republic 54 52 70 42

Malaysia 46 12 15 67

Mongolia 51 19 70 92

Myanmar 2 6 27 25

Nepal 24 19 18 75

Pakistan 43 10 27 67

Papua New Guinea 55 23 36 50

Philippines 64 67 36 92

Sri Lanka 39 15 37 67

Tajikistan 25 19 70 75

Thailand 42 42 30 75

Timor-Leste 41 10 45 83

Viet Nam 18 42 61 75

    Asia and the Pacific average* 40 24 42 65

    Global average** 45 25 48 65

Number of Open Budget Survey 
questions used to calculate 
measure 109 16 11 4

* Comprises the 23 developing countries in Asia and the Pacific covered by the Open Budget Survey 2015. See footnote 3.
** Includes all 102 countries covered by the Open Budget Survey 2015.
Source: IBP. Open Budget Survey 2015.

Table 4: Open Budget Survey 2015: Transparency, Public Participation, and Strength 
of Oversight Institutions for 23 Countries in Asia and the Pacific*

“The overarching 
challenge is to 
translate the 
global discourse, 
which now almost 
universally 
embraces the role of 
accountable budget
systems, into real 
and sustained 
improvements at 
the national level.”
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Philippines have performed well on two out of three 
pillars of accountability, most countries in Asia 
and the Pacific need improvements across their 
accountability systems.

International donors like the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) can play an important 
and influential role in implementing these 
recommendations. Donor commitment is essential 
for advancing budget openness globally, whether 
by directly supporting the establishment of 
independent parliamentary budget offices or by 
creating incentives to encourage governments 
to publish more budget information and engage 
with the public. The good news is that the tools for 
expanding budget transparency and accountability 
are at hand—international standards are clear 
and the OBS documents the steps that can be 
taken to improve the situation in every country 
so governments know what needs to be done on 
the technical front. ADB and other like-minded 
stakeholders can help countries that would like to 
implement these solutions and promote domestic 

and international dialogue on the need for these 
reforms.

The overarching challenge is to translate the 
global discourse, which now almost universally 
embraces the role of accountable budget 
systems, into real and sustained improvements 
at the national level. Strong and coordinated 
efforts among all actors—domestic and external, 
government and nongovernment—could rapidly 
lead to the establishment of many more fully 
transparent and accountable budget systems. Such 
systems, in turn, would improve the collection and 
allocation of scarce national resources, and are 
critical to ensuring the success of global initiatives, 
such as those that aim to reduce poverty and 
respond to the dangers of climate change.

The Governance Brief was peer reviewed by Bart Édes, 
director, Social Development, Governance and Gender 
Division, ADB; and Johannes Wolff, economist (public 
finance), Urban, Social Development and Public 
Management Division, ADB.




