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In 1994, South Africa held its first democratic elections.  It marked the 

beginning of profound changes after two decades under an apartheid regime.   
It was the same year that the Institute for Democracy in South Africa (Idasa), a 
South African public interest organization committed to democratic 
consolidation,  established the Budget Information Service (BIS).   The BIS 
involves the analysis and dissemination of critical, timely, and accessible 
information about the budget and its impact on low-income people.  
Participation of civil society and legislatures in the budget process is a key 
dimension of BIS.  They focus on four main groups:  (1) the executive branch - 
to provide critical analysis of government policies and processes,  (2) 
legislators – to help build and reorient capacity to new challenges under a 
constitutional democracy, (3) civil society organizations – to build their 
experience in parliamentary advocacy and policy influence,  and their work 
with poor communities, and (4) the media – to educate journalists about budget 
processes and improve the quality of media coverage.   

Budget Week Preparation   An informed media promotes an informed 
public debate.  Preparing the media before the budget is released is a critical 
element of BIS's strategy. Journalists are briefed on the budget process and the 
implications of various policy trends and emerging budget issues.  This early 
engagement fosters a positive media relationship ahead of the budget process.   

BIS also prepares members of parliament weeks prior to the upcoming 
budget release.  BIS produced a guide book on multi-year budgets and an 
update of the data in each medium-term budget.   For community based 
organizations, a popular book on the same topic was distributed.  Flyers were 
also sent to radio stations and NGOs explaining the issues. 

Day One: Budget Release    BIS sends an advisory notice to journalists 
and radio stations informing them that BIS staff will be available for 
interviews two hours after budget release.  To reach mass audiences, BIS radio 
interviews are conducted in 11 official languages.  This has generated a huge 
interest from the largest non-English speaking community radio stations.  

Budget release is done after the presentation of the Minister of Finance.  
The BIS teams then conduct a review of their respective sectors based on three 
key questions:  (1) What is the overarching political/ economic theme of the 
budget? (2) What are the priority sectors? (3) Who are the winners and losers?  
After internal BIS discussion, a set of talking points for the media interviews 
are finalized. BIS produces media briefs and issues press statements on the 
impact of the budget on the poor. The briefs became widely popular as simple, 
easy to understand especially designed for those new to the budget debate.  

Day Two: Media analysis   A review of media coverage and reflection 
on issues overlooked or misrepresented in the media guides BIS work in 
ensuring accurate and objective reporting on the budget. Of particular 
importance are articles that help prepare civil society and the legislators for 
parliamentary hearings on the national and provincial budgets.   Issue-specific 
articles on the budget impact on women, children or the elderly, public sector 
reform, etc. prepared in advance are updated to include budget analysis.  These 
are released to different newspapers.  
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Day Three – Parliamentary hearings  BIS prepares a detailed statement 
on the budget and its likely impact on poverty which is presented at the finance 
committee hearing.   In-depth articles are written for weekend newspapers and 
a short (10 to 15 minute) radio program is produced for community radio 
stations.  For provincial budgets hearing, the same process is followed.  Once 
the 9 provincial budgets are tabled, BIS conducts inter-provincial comparative 
analyses of the sectors.  Briefs are done prior to the deliberations to help 
prepare the provincial parliamentarians.  Local NGOs who also receive the 
briefs are encouraged to support their respective provincial budget committees 
directly to foster local capacity in budget analysis.  

BIS has developed several dissemination tools which have proven very 
effective.  Extensive use of technology-based support, through email 
distribution lists and the Idasa website,  helps in ensuring efficiency and cost 
effectiveness in BIS public dissemination efforts.  The Budget Watch , a 
magazine published every six weeks focuses on the executive branch and the 
legislature as its primary audience.  It is mainly a technical publication on 
budget documentation, effective legislative oversight, and the budget review 
process. Also included is an in-depth report on the budget and poverty.  It has 
become a credible communication channel of civil society issues to the 
executive.   The Budget Briefs are disseminated to a broad range of NGOs and 
CBOs.   A weekly current affairs radio program, called Democracy Radio 
helps enhance public understanding and participation across broad sectors of 
civil society. "Advocacy tips" and "Advocacy stories of the week" highlight 
national and provincial debate issues and analyze the budget's implications for 
different groups.  The program is aired on community radio stations 
nationwide and provides extensive reach, including poor, remote areas.  

When BIS first started, it barely received attention from the media or the 
public.  Only after years of educational outreach, effectively working with the 
media and maintaining high-quality work did interest slowly develop.   BIS 
places a high premium on producing, credible independent work.  As public 
demand increased, BIS has had to address important issues:  (1) how to 
maintain a balance between the public demand for immediate commentary on 
the budget debate and the desire to produce more in-depth, careful analysis; (2) 
how to maintain positive working relations with government who often 
perceived quick-response commentaries as ‘criticisms’ of the budget as 
opposed to civil society organizations who support this approach as taking an 
independent, strong, pro-poverty line.    
 

As BIS continues to strike the right balance, its contribution to informing 
public debate and sustaining stakeholder interest on issues are critical to 
strengthening foundations of the country’s democratic processes and 
institutions.  
 
 
 
Source:  Adapted from “Case Study: Analysis of the Executive Budget, Budget Information 
Service, South Africa”, A Taste of Success – Examples of Budget Work of NGOs, The 
International Budget Project, October, 2000.          

 

Questions for participants: 

1. How was information 
accessed? 

2. How was public opinion 
mobilized to strengthen 
citizen voice? 

3. How did they use the 
power of the media? 

4. What are the relevant 
lessons of experience?   

 

 


