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Participatory Budgeting (PB) originated in Brazil in the 1980s, has spread worldwide and is a 
method of giving local people the opportunity to decide how public money is spent in their 
communities. 


As one Brazilian resident involved in PB in its early development put it, "If it feels like we've 
decided, it's PB. If it feels like someone else has decided, it isn't."


This core principle – of residents having the final say on the allocation of resources – is central 
to PB, regardless of scale. People naturally feel they want to have influence over where they 
live. PB offers that in a very practical way. 


It is important to recognise that PB should be seen as an effective community engagement 
tool, rather than merely a different means of allocating resources.For the financial year 
2021-22, Winsford Town Council made a decision to allocate £25,000 to support a pilot PB 
process. Extra funding was also made available to cover support costs to the project provided 
by PB Partners.


PB Partners is a project of the not-for-profit social enterprise Shared Future CIC, with two 
decades of experience of supporting PB projects throughout the UK, including in Scotland and 
Northern Ireland. It has enjoyed many successes, most notable of which has been the Scottish 
Government committing to a minimum of 1% of all Local Authority budgets being allocated 
through a PB process by the end of 2022. 

Background
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Planning the voting event 

Planning meetings, held virtually due to Covid-19 restrictions, were hosted by the Winsford 
Town Council Support Officer, and facilitated by PB Partners. These were held on a monthly 
basis from August to December 2021. Attendees were drawn from Town Council members 
themselves, with the Mayor present and actively involved at all the meetings, as well as 
representation from a variety of local community organisations. 


The decision was taken early on that the PB voting event, scheduled for early December, 
should be held 'live' if possible (Covid restrictions permitting). The meetings covered all 


aspects of planning for the event: eligibility criteria of bids/bidding organisations, voting 
systems, design/distribution of application forms/publicity materials, venue hire etc


The Process

Examples of Good Practice
• The meetings were conducted in a positive spirit; participants seemed 

generally to be supportive of the idea, and wanted to contribute in a 
useful way. There were also opportunities for concerns to be raised and 
discussed, which allowed for more information to be shared among the 
group, and in turn, for this knowledge to be available to the wider 
community. 


• The ongoing input/involvement of the Mayor and the Support Officer 
provided necessary continuity to the planning process.


• When initial project proposals were received, the planning group gave 
them feedback to provide them with the support they needed for their 
presentations on the day – testament to the benefits of using a PB 
approach rather than the usual grant making process, where 'you feel 
you're in a vacuum.' 


• There were organisations, e.g. GGO, who hadn't previously applied for 
funding, so the PB process was successful in attracting 'new blood' into 
the system. 
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Point to consider


Whilst the participants all made valuable contributions to the 
process, there was, inevitably – given the busy nature of 
peoples' schedules – a certain amount of 'churn,' in terms of 
regular attendance at meetings.



As mentioned above, the decision had been taken to hold a live voting event, scheduled for 
Saturday 4th December 2021. The weekend before, announcements were made regarding the 
imminent arrival of the Covid Omicron variant, which had major consequences in the run up 
to the event. 


On advice from Cheshire West and Chester Council, that 'live events should only take place if 
there was no alternative', a decision was taken by the planning group on Tuesday, 30th 
November, that the event should be held online. On Wednesday, 1st December, this decision 
was reversed, on the grounds that it was too late to disappoint the large numbers of people 
who had signed up for the live event. The event was then re-advertised as 'live.' On Thursday, 
2nd December, it became apparent that significant numbers of potential attendees were not 
prepared to attend a live event, given the fast-changing nature of the new Omicron Covid 
variant. 


The final decision to 're-revert' to an online event was then taken, with two days notice prior 
to the voting day. It goes without saying that this unprecedented series of events, due entirely 
to a new Covid variant appearing in the space of a few days, caused great strain on all 
involved, and, from an outside perspective, the key players (Town Council Sub-committee, the 
PB planning group, the Mayor and the Support Officer) all acted in good faith in an attempt to 
reach a satisfactory outcome in desperately challenging circumstances. 


The Mayor and the Support Officer met with PB Partners on Friday, 3rd December, the day 
before the voting day, to put together an online version of the event. This was a high-pressure 
session which did immense credit to the Mayor and Support Officer's ability to react quickly, 
clearly and smartly to an unprecedented situation. !

The Omicron Factor
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Thirteen bids were received during 
the run up to the event, with monies 
bid for totalling £51,400. One 
organisation dropped out on the day, 
leaving twelve bidding groups, with 
monies bid for totalling £46,300. 
(With £25,000 being the amount 
available). 


Each group was asked to give a virtual 
presentation for up to three minutes, 
followed by up to two minutes for the 
voting audience to ask follow-up 
questions. 


The voting audience then each voted 
for their 'top five' projects, using the 
'Survey Monkey' platform. To ensure, 
as far as possible, that votes weren't 
'double counted,' it was explained 
that the number of votes cast in total 
would need to equal the number of 
eligible voting attendees. 


The Voting Day – 4th December, 2021

Results:


- 49 people attended the vote.

- 43 votes were cast in total. (One vote was 

excluded due to the voter living outside the 
Winsford Parish area.)


- This equates to 87% 'turnout' of eligible 
voters. 
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NOTE: The projects that provided a 'pre-prepared' video, rather than a 'real time' 
presentation, didn't do as well. Also, only one of the projects that bid for the full available 
amount (£5,000) was successful, possibly suggesting that voters were looking for value for 
money, rather than supporting bidders who were applying for the maximum.


POST EVENT FEEDBACK:


The feedback, above and below, has been taken from a mixture of comments/survey feedback 
received from participants at the event, a more in-depth feedback session held after the 
event, and observations from PB Partners.


Successful project Amount

Winsford Young Carers £4000.00

Winsford Grocery Xmas hamper 	 £2305.90

Winsford Amateur boxing £3569.26

GGO Community Group £2064.27

Christ Church £4000.00

Youth Federation £5000.00

Winsford Grocery weekly top up. £4080.57

TOTAL £25,020.00

'What a fantastic way to include the Winsford 
residents in deciding what the council spends 

funding on. All the monies have been given out 
fairly to much deserving projects! Thank you!'
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Response to the following questions, presented as an online survey immediately following the 
voting event:


• Voting instructions were clear.

• I feel this is good for my community.

• I have found out about new projects in my area.

• I think this is a good way to distribute money.

• I would do this again.


Over 90% of respondents agreed with the above statements.


Examples of Good Practice
• The virtual presentations worked well enough for attendees to gain a good insight into the 

projects on offer.


• The bidding presenters were invited to join the Zoom meeting up to 30 minutes before the 
official start of the event, which gave the time to familiarise themselves with the technology 
and ask any questions. 


• The process regarding the technology/voting etc was clearly explained before the voting took 
place. 


• The technology worked more than well enough, given the short preparation time. Switching 
between screen share, PowerPoint and video presentations was managed smoothly.


• There was a lot of interest within the voting audience in asking questions of the bidding groups 
during each Q&A session, which indicated genuine interest and 'buy-in' from the community.


• 'Everyone was pretty positive'.


• 'Questions asked of applicants 'from the floor' were practical and sensitive'.


• The live discussion relating to how the voting system might best operate was very useful, and 
showed genuine 'democracy in action.' People accepted the final decision on which voting 
process to use, because they were part of that decision.


• 'A real mix of projects were funded.' 


• 'The virtual process felt more honest than a live process would have done.'


• 'The event had a really good feel to it.' 


• 'The event and the presentations themselves made my mind up for me as to which projects to 
support.' 
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Town/parish councils are well placed to deliver PB, as they have a guaranteed source of 
revenue through the precept, and a clearly defined 'voter base.' So far, not that many town 
councils have taken up this opportunity, so Winsford are to be applauded for taking this 
innovative step. 


Any organisation undertaking a PB programme for the first time has to deal with challenges 
inherent in the process: making decisions on everything from what name to use, which voting 
system is preferable, as well as the wider issue of effectively engaging with the community 
whilst winning over sceptical voices.


In addition to this, Winsford Town Council were faced with the ongoing issue of Covid, which 
meant that, a) planning meetings were conducted online, which wasn't ideal, and might have 
excluded certain potential participants, and b) there was uncertainty as to whether the voting 
event would be held live or online right into the final week of planning.
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• More promotion in the run-up to the event would have been helpful, although given the fact 
that the event 'migrated online' at such short notice, promotion wasn't straightforward. 


• Pre-registration of attendees in future might help to fine tune the voting system to iron out 
any potential 'gremlins.'


• People need to be informed very clearly beforehand that there is an 'entry cut off point' for 
the event (i.e. late arrivals would not be able to vote). 


• The nature of the late move online meant that systems were being trialled 'live', with some 
possible glitches (e.g. applicants/bidders and the general public were admitted to the meeting 
electronically at the same time, which meant those who weren't part of the bidding groups 
had to be put back in the waiting room whilst the bidding organisation reps were briefed on 
the process etc. It would have been preferable to have clearer 'staggered' joining times for the 
two types of attendee.) 


• It was pointed out that most of the bids were for 'one-off' projects, rather than for ongoing 
work which might leave a legacy. 


• It would have been useful to have briefed the participants more thoroughly beforehand on the 
voting systems etc. 


• Given the large number of people on the call, it would have helped to have assigned 'spotter' 
roles to members of the planning group beforehand, so that any questions/comments could 
be processed quickly and efficiently.


• Post–event process could be tightened up; successful applicants could be paid more quickly. 

Conclusion

Learning from the Pilot



The event went ahead online and, by most accounts, very successfully, which is testament to 
the hard work, dedication and application of the Planning Group, in particularly trying 
circumstances. 


Whilst there were areas for improvement, as detailed above, it is important to remember that 
this was a pilot process, and as such, was never going to be '100% perfect.' However, the key 
'success factors' for PB were clearly in place:


• An open invite planning group which felt empowered to make its own decisions 
regarding process, procedures etc.


• A wide range of projects putting forward ideas, some of whom were new to the grant 
application process.


• A healthy turn out of voters to the event.

• A set of successful projects that will clearly be of benefit to Winsford, as well as 

having the direct endorsement of the community.

• The opportunity for projects and the community at large to find out more about 

community group activity locally, and create new networking opportunities.


In conclusion, a pilot project, well delivered in exceptionally trying circumstances. 


If you would like advice on running your own Participatory Budgeting process please contact 
Shared Future CIC, and review our free resources at: https://sharedfuturecic.org.uk/free-
resources-for-participatory-budgeting/.

'As stressful as it was, it was worth doing to see so many 
fantastic projects supported, and I hope it happens again. Thanks 
to Sarah and Alan for their hard work, and to the community for 
getting involved in the process and making decisions.' 


Nathan Pardoe, Mayor, Winsford Town Council
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