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Abstract: The central researched element in our paper is the local budgets, the
basic component of local public finances. Local budgets, like any other budgets, are
the most important tool for the management (of local governments) planning,
forecasting, implementing and monitoring the results of administrative-territorial units
activity, also being an appropriate tool for enhancing performance. A budget is the
government’s plan regarding the use of public resources to meet the citizens’ needs.
The aim of this paper is to realize a research on budget transparency in local
governments from the Nord-West Region of Romania, regarding the availability of
the budget information on the websites of the county councils and the county 
residences. The key element of good governance in today global economic
environment is transparency that can be defined as the openness of public 
authorities (central and local) regarding their policy intention, formulation and
implementation. For local governments budget transparency is an important issue,
due to the growing role of administrative-territorial units, confirmed over time by the
economic reality. The importance of local budgets has increased in recent years due
to the need to improve management efficiency and accounting al the level of local
governments. Not only policy makers but also the citizens need information
regarding local government current activities, expenditures, development projects 
and policies. In this context of a growing need for information, the transparency of
local budgets is a mandatory condition for any local government. The combination
of budget transparency and public participation in budget processes has the potential
to combat corruption, foster public accountability of government agencies and
contribute to judicious use of public funds. In this context, budget transparency 
represents the mean through which ordinary citizens and civil society organizations
can access information about the allocation and use of public resources, so that they
can assess how government officials manage public funds. Budget transparency 
needs to be implemented due to the benefits it brings and the most important one is 
obtaining better budgetary outcomes.
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1. Introduction
The national public budget is the financial plan of the state which provides income
and expenses for a specific period of time, in this case a year. The national public 
budget includes: state budget, local budgets and social insurance budget.
Therefore, in accordance with territorial administrative division of our state, local
budgets are made up of counties’ budgets and Bucharest budget, the budgets of
cities, towns and villages. As part of the national public budget, local budget activity
is circumscribed to national budgetary activity, knowing the same steps and is carried
out on the same principles, but seen through the specificity of local government
activity.
Local budgets are only one of the important aspects regarding the local public 
administration and any discussion regarding this issues must be placed in the
context of the institutional framework taken as a whole (Ichim, 2010:243). Local
public finances refer to the economic relationship through which the territorial-
administrative units constitute and use their cash resources in order to provide public 
services to meet economic, social, cultural and public requirements. Due to the
diversity of the public services that must be provided by the territorial-administrative
unit and the complexity of economic and socio- cultural activities local public finance
play an important role within the public finance (Onet, 2005).
The concern regarding budget transparency is an older one for the researchers. The
meaning of this notion evolved over time from a simple norm in governmental
accounting to “a tool for facilitating a relationship between public budgeting and
market requirements, civil society demands and citizen participation” (Alegre et al,
2011:2). Different international organizations that promote budget transparency
consider that new systems for public finance should first be tested on local
governments before they are implemented at higher levels. Transparency is needed
because local budgets reflect strategy, planning and content of a public 
administration.

2. General Aspects Regarding Budgets
Voinea (2002) defines local budgets as being the programs through which are
provided and approved annual revenues and expenditures of territorial-
administrative units, in order to accomplish the administrative tasks of local
governments and to fulfill the local public’s needs. So, we can define local budgets
as operational plans according to which the administrative unit guides its activity in
the next fiscal year and is also the optimal standard for financial reporting to the local
council.
Local budgets are prepared by every territorial-administrative unit due to the principle
of autonomy, assuring the decisional autonomy of local governments and the
improvement in the use of local funds and financial resources. Local budget can be
interpreted in various ways as Ichim mentions in his paper “Changes in the structure
of Romanian local budgets”, such as: “A document…, a law…, a system of financial
flows…, and a fiscal policy instrument of local administration.” (Ichim, 2010:245).
The importance of local budgets arises from their role in assuring effective
management of local government that determines the ultimate objective, the local
development, a priority in the context of the new economic and social conditions.
Each administrative-territorial unit has well established tasks and the local budget is 
the financial instrument for resource mobilization and redistribution at local levels
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and connects the public expenditure decisions with the real cost of resources. For 
local development a key factor is the local resources that can be optimized to the
community needs. According to Ichim (2010) there are two conditions for the
budgeting process to be efficient: (1) to take into account the significance of numbers 
and (2) to recognize this annual process as an opportunity to: evaluate local
government services and facilities offered by them; establish priorities; consider
possible changes; plan services and future needs and review and amend the income
sources of the local budget (Ichim, 2010:245).

3. Legislative Aspects Regarding Local Budgets
The general legal framework of the local public administration in Romania is provided
by the Constitution of 1991, revised after the 2003 referendum, that states in Chapter 
V, Section 2 the basic elements and principles for local public administration, public 
finance Law 500/2002, the State Budget Law, the law on public local administration
286/2006 which sets out the consecrate principles of the previous law number 
215/2001 and Law 273/2006 on local public finances. Regarding the public access 
to public information the legal framework is constituted from Law 544/ 2001 on free
access to public information with ulterior supplements (Law 371/2006, Law
380/2006, Law 544/2001 published in Official Monitor 425/2007 and Law 188/2007)
and Law 52/2003 on transparency in public administration completed by Law
242/2010. To all these we should add OMPF nr.1917/2005, on Accounting of Public 
Institutions, Published in Official Monitor No. 1186 from 29.12.2005 with ulterior 
amendments and supplements.
Budgetary procedure regarding local budgets is conducted on the principles stated
by the named laws. So, according to Law 286/ 2006 with ulterior completions public 
administration in territorial-administrative units is organized and operates under the
principles of decentralization, local autonomy, devolution of public services, local
governments’ eligibility, legality and consultation of citizens in solving local problems 
of special interest." Regarding the principle of consultation of citizen we can say that
it requires that the public to be consulted in the design and adoption of local budgets.
Law no.273/2006 on local government finance establishes the following principles:
universality, transparency and publicity, unity, monetary unity, annuality, budgetary 
specialization and balance. The principle of transparency and publicity requires that
the budget process is an open and transparent one, this being achieved by: (1) 
publishing in the local press, on the website of the public institution or by displaying
at the local public administration authority the draft of the local budget and annual
account of its implementation; (2) public discussion of local budget draft, during its 
approval and (3) presentation of the annual account of local budget execution in
public meeting.
Procedures for advertising and publishing the budgets of territorial-administrative
units are presented in Law 273/ 2006, article 76, with ulterior modification. According
to this article the principal officers of local public institutions have the obligation to
publish on the websites of territorial-administrative units the following documents and
information: budgets’ draft stipulated in art. 1 paragraph. (2) subjected for public 
consultation, including their annexes, within two working days of the submission to
the public consultation; communications such as quarterly and annual are prepared
financial statements on the budgetary execution, within 5 working days of their 
receipt; budgets stipulated in art. 1 paragraph. (2) approved, including their annexes,
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within 5 working days of the approval; financial statements on quarterly and annual
budgetary implementation for budgets stipulated in art. 1 paragraph. (2), including
outstanding payments, within 5 business days after their deposit with the general
directions of public finances; general budget of the public administrative unit,
prepared according to the methodology approved by order of the Ministry of Internal
Affairs and the Minister of Public Finance, within 5 working days of the submission
of the council; register of local government debt and guarantees local registry,
updated annually by 31 January of each year and public investment program of the
administrative-territorial unit within 5 working days of approval.
The article 1 point 2 in the Law 273/ 2006 refers to: local budgets of communes,
towns, municipalities, districts of Bucharest, counties and Bucharest; budgets of
public institutions wholly or partly funded from local budgets, as appropriate; budgets 
of public institutions financed from own revenues; budget of external and internal
loans for which repayment, payment of interest, fees, expenses and other costs are
paid from local budgets and from: external loans contracted by state and sub-loaned
to local authorities and / or operators and public service subordinated to them; loans 
to local government authorities and state-guaranteed, foreign loans and / or internal
contracted or guaranteed by local authorities and external grants budget.
At the European level the Financial Regulation establish that the budget shall be
established and implemented in accordance with the principles of unity, budgetary 
accuracy, annuality, equilibrium, unit of account, universality, specification, sound
financial management which requires effective and efficient internal control, and
transparency, information found on the website http://ec.europa.eu. According to
Article 34, point 2 in the Financial Regulation the budgets shall be published within
three months of the date on which they are declared definitively adopted. From these
articles we see that the transparency of budgets is regulated at the level of European
Union so the Romanian legislation must reflect the requirements of the European
one. Thus, the Law on public finances (500/2002) is aligned with the Council
Regulation on the Financial Regulation nr.1605/2002 on the budget of the European
Community.

4. Budget Transparency
Around the world politicians and not only are realizing the existing relationship
between good governance and increasing economic and social outcomes. The key
element of good governance in today global economic environment is transparency
that can be defined as the openness of public authorities (central and local) regarding
their policy intention, formulation and implementation. It is obvious that the budget is 
the “governments’ key policy document”. Budget transparency is defined as the full
disclosure of all relevant fiscal information in a timely and systematic manner. Budget
transparency is a precondition for public participation in budget processes. The
combination of budget transparency and public participation in budget processes has 
the potential to combat corruption, foster public accountability of government
agencies and contribute to judicious use of public funds (OECD, 2002).
Budget transparency represents the mean through which ordinary citizens and civil
society organizations can access information about the allocation and use of public 
resources, so that they can assess how government officials manage public 
funds. The lack of transparency and democratic control sustain a proper environment
for graft and corruption, while citizen and civil society organizations can’t analyze
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and monitor budget implementation and asses if the objectives established in the
initial budget were obtained by the local government. Some of the benefits of
transparency are presented below:

Figure 1: Benefits of transparency and participation in the local budgetary processes
Source: own processing after Pekkonen and Malena

Regarding budget transparency there are a lot of initiatives and concerns at the
international level resulting in guidelines or technical standards developed by 
international organization regarding data presentation and fiscal management
procedures relevant to fiscal transparency. We can mention here the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Best Practices for Budget
Transparency, International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) Code of Good Practices on
Fiscal Transparency, United Nation's International Code of Conduct for Public 
Officials, International Budget Partnership’s Open Budget Initiative, International
Accounting Standards for the public sector (developed by the Public Sector
Committee of the International Federation of Accountants), data dissemination
standards (established by IMF and containing standards for providing economic and
financial data to the public), fiscal reporting standards (included in the IMF’ Manual
of Government Finance Statistics), international accounting control guidelines 
(established by the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions 
(INTOSAI) regarding internal controls), international standards for government
auditing (set by INTOSAI) and the fundamental principles of official statistics (set by 
the United Nations Statistical Commission regarding the integrity of official statistics).
All this international movement regarding fiscal transparency determined, in the
recent years, a reaction of civil society from developed countries for improvement of
budget transparency. The OECD Best Practices for Budget transparency has three
major pillars: budget reports, specific disclosure and ensuring integrity. Regarding
the first pillar, budget reports, the OECD Best Practices states minimum content and
specific periods when budget reports must be issued.
The IMF’s Code of Good Practices on Fiscal Transparency establishes a set of
principles and guidelines for a sound transparency framework regarding fiscal policy.
The IMF’s Code is structured around four pillars (IMF 2007a, 2007b): Clarity of roles 
and responsibilities; Open budget processes; Public availability of information and
Assurances of integrity. The last three pillars of the Code have multiple similarities 
with the OECD Best Practices and even go further in several aspects.
Not only for public administration and political science the transparency in public 
financial management received increased attention but also for the economics
research, that focused especially on testing the benefits of fiscal transparency such
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as lower sovereign borrowing costs (Glennerster and Shin, 2008), limitated creative
accounting (Alt, Lassen, & Wehner, 2012), improved fiscal performance (Alt & 
Lassen, 2006a, 2006b) and decreased corruption (Reinikka & Svensson, 2004).
Authors such as Esteller-Moré and Polo-Otero (2008) explain fiscal transparency
through combining political competition variables with tax pressure, while Hanssen
(2004) checks the hypothesize according to which budgeting practices will be more
transparent in systems marked by high political competition.
The International Monetary Fund (International Monetary Fund, 2007a:8) sustains 
that budget transparency “helps to highlight potential risks to the fiscal outlook that
should result in an earlier and smoother fiscal policy response to changing economic 
conditions, thereby reducing the incidence and severity of crises.” According to
International Budget Partnership “transparency means all of a country’s people can
access information on how much is allocated to different types of spending, what
revenues are collected, and how international donor assistance and other public 
resources are used” (OBI, 2012).
Also budget transparency can be seen as an indicator of quality of institutions and
countries’ credibility, this idea being confirmed by articles regarding transparency
and by rating scales based on transparency (Hameed, 2005). According to OBS 
2012 the new evidence on the impact of budget transparency and accountability 
indicates: transparency can help attract cheaper international credit; opacity in fiscal
matters can undermine fiscal discipline; transparency and public participation can
help shine the light on leakages and improve efficiency in public expenditures and
transparency and public participation foster equity by matching national resources 
with national priorities.

5. Case Study Regarding Budget Transparency in the North-West Region
In this part of our paper we try to see if the procedures for advertising and publishing
the budgets of territorial-administrative units that are presented in Law 273/ 2006, in
article 76, with ulterior modification, concerning the obligation of principal officers of
local public institutions to publish on the websites of territorial-administrative units
the budgets’ draft, financial statements on the budgetary execution, the approved
budgets, financial statements on quarterly and annual budgetary implementation for 
budgets, the general budget of the public administrative unit, register of local
government debt and guarantees local registry and public investment program of
the administrative-territorial unit. To do this we selected the North-West Region of
Romania that includes 6 counties, 42 cities of which 15 municipalities, 398
communes and 1,823 villages.
We searched on the websites of the county council and of the municipalities (mayors)
for public information regarding the budgets. The six counties are: Bihor, Bistriţa-
Năsăud, Cluj, Maramureş, Satu-Mare and Sălaj. The district’s residence for the
counties mentioned are: Oradea, Bistriţa, Cluj-Napoca, Baia-Mare, Satu-Mare and
Zalău. Our analysis will be conducted only for the information published by the 6
County Councils an there websites and the 6 municipalities just mentioned. For the
6 counties the data was collected in 7th of April 2013 and for the municipalities on
29th of April 2013.  The results of our analysis are presented in the tables below:

Table 1: Available information on the websites of the County Councils from
the North-West Region
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Bihor 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - ’13 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 2012
2011 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 2011
2010 2010 x 2010 x 2010 x 2010 2010

Bistriţa-
Năsăud

2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012
2011 2011 x 2011 2011 x 2011 2011
2010 2010 x 2010 2010 2010 2010

Cluj 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 2012 x 2012 2012 x
2011 2011 x 2011 2011 x 2011 2011 x
2010 2010 x 2010 2010 x 2010 2010

Maramureş 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 2012 2012 2012
2011 x 2011 x 2011 2011 2011 2011
2010 x 2010 x 2010 2010 2010 2010

Satu Mare 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x
2011 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x
2010 2010 x 2010 x 2010 x 2010 x 2010 x

Sălaj 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 2012 2012 2012 x
2011 x 2011 x 2011 2011 2011 x 2011 x
2010 x 2010 x 2010 2010 2010 2010 x

Source: own processing
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Table 2: Available information on the websites of the District’s Residence from
the North-West Region
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a 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -

2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x
2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x
2010 - 2010 x 2010 - 2010 - 2010 - 2010 -

B
is

tr
iţa

2013 x 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x
2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x
2010 x 2010 x 2010 x 2010 x 2010 - 2010 x

C
lu

j-
N

ap
oc

a 2013 x 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 2012 x
2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 - 2011 x
2010 - 2010 x 2010 x 2010 x 2010 - 2010 -

B
ai

a-
M

ar
e

2013 x 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 2012 x 2012 x
2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 - 2011 - 2011 x
2010 - 2010 - 2010 - 2010 - 2010 - 2010 -

Satu Mare 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 - 2012 - 2012 x
2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 - 2011 - 2011 x
2010 x 2010 2010 2010 - 2010 - 2010 -

Z
al

ău

2013 x 2013 x 2013 - 2013 - 2013 - 2013 -
2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x 2012 x
2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x 2011 x
2010 - 2010 x 2010 x 2010 x 2010 - 2010 x

Source: own processing

From the table it is obvious that none of the six county councils has complete
information on there’s websites as required by law 273/ 2006. Moreover, there are
some of the documents stipulated by law that can’t be found on the websites of the
institutions or if they can be found, the documents aren’t unitary published, such as 
quarterly reports on budget execution. From the analysis websites we found that
there isn’t a unified presentation of financial information at the level of the county 
council in North West and this type of information, in some cases, it is difficult to find
on the websites because there isn’t created a special page for this information. Of
the six websites analyzed the best structured website and that included the most
comprehensive information is the website of Satu Mare county council.
The same conclusions are applicable for the 6 municipalities taken in out study. What
we can mention here is that the municipality of Cluj-Napoca has on its web site a
page entitled “Participatory budgeting”, this being an unique intitiative in the studied
Region.
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The International Budget Partnership realizes the so-called Open Budget Survey that
measures the state of budget transparency, participation, and oversight in countries 
around the world and it consists of 125 questions, being completed by independent
researchers in the countries assessed. Ninety-five of the questions deal directly with
the public availability and comprehensiveness of the eight key budget documents
that governments should publish at various points of the budget cycle. The Survey
does not reflect opinion. It measures observable facts related to budget
transparency, accountability, and participation (OBS, 2012) In order to allow for 
comparisons across countries and over time, the IBP calculates the Open Budget
Index (OBI), a simple average of the quantified responses for the 95 Survey 
questions that are related to budget transparency. Open Budget Index (OBI) score,
a broad comparable measure of a country’s budget transparency that can range from
0 to 100 as follows: Extensive Information (81-100); Significant (61-80); Some (41-
60); Minimal (21-40) and Scant or No Information (0-20).
The OBI 2012 scores are not impressive because the average score among the 100
countries studied is just 43. Romania’s OBI index is 47, this means that is greater 
than the average, but this means that there are only some information available to
public. Even so, regarding changes in OBI scores over subsequent rounds of the
Open Budget Survey for the period 2006-2012 Romania is framed at the worst
performers (a decrease in the OBI score from 66 in 2006 to 47 in 2012). Regarding
the study about changes in the publication of budget documents Romania appears 
among the countries that started publishing pre-budget statements and mid-year 
review. According to the survey the documents available to the public are: Pre-
Budget Statement, Executive’s Budget Proposal, Enacted Budget, In-Year Reports,
Mid-Year Review, Year-End Report and Audit Report.
We consider that at the level of the county councils and residences from the North-
West Region the budget transparency should be increased, this can bring lots of
benefits, such as: more responsibly actions of the elected officials knowing that their 
decisions and actions are opened for public analysis; more equitable public 
spending; growing quality of public debate and more stable and predictable
environment for investment decisions.

6. Conclusions
Both political and citizens should be aware of the benefits of budgetary transparency,
translated into better budgetary outcomes due to the opportunity to monitor and
asses the government’s financial management. All these are possible with the
political will from public officials, who, as we know from experience, can have
different interests in withholding information. If the will exists it must be accompanied
by legal and institutional frameworks that sustain budget transparency. With all these
there are some aspects that shouldn’t be forgotten. One of these is the fact that the 
majority of citizens have law budgetary literacy level is hard to communicate lot of
technical information (such the one written in budgets and reports) and this makes 
difficult the engagement of citizen to budgetary process because they can’t identify 
at a personal level the budget impact. The solution for this is building budget literacy 
among citizens that determines a growing engagement of citizens in the budgetary 
process.
Transparency is a term hard to define from the point of view of governmental
requirements. It shouldn’t be understood as simple access to public information, it
goes beyond this, requiring for public information to be understandable to external
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stakeholders. In the current global context budget transparency is the major pillar of
good governance of public funds and is a reference tool for budget practices and
procedures.
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