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Evolution of Parliament’s

Role in Budgeting (1)

• In many - not all - OECD countries, Parliament’s budget role and 

relationship to government have gone through several distinct 

stages. The main exceptions are Westminster countries and the 

United States.

• Democratiziation: the spread of democracy was propelled by 

vesting national legislatures with power to tax and to 

appropriate.

• Executive supremacy: the growth of government and the 

emergence of disciplined political parties diminished the 

legislature’s influence: it typically voted the revenues and 

appropriations requested by government 



Evolution of Parliament’s

Role in Budgeting (2)

• Executive Budgeting: the introduction of formal budgets extended 

the government’s influence because it presented parliament with 

a comprehensive financial plan each year

• Legislative Dependence: the establishment of professional staffs 

to manage the government’s budget work deepened parliament’s 

dependence on the executive for data and analyses

• Legislative Resurgence: in the last decades of the 20th century, 

some legislatures became more active in influencing and 

monitoring government policies and actions

• Legislative Capacity: as legislatures sought a larger budget role, 

many staffed committees or newly established budget 

offices with their own experts 



Patterns in Parliamentary

Budget Staffs (1)

• Most legislatures have a separate budget committee responsible 

for overall budget policy. In some, this committee coordinates the 

budget related work of sectoral committees

• The budget committee typically has its own professional staff to 

assist it and parliamentarians in assessing budget issues and 

compiling data

• With few exceptions, the staffs tend to be small (5-10) 

professionals. The staffs vary in the tasks they perform, with 

some confined to technical budget work and others engaged in a 

broader range of legislative activities 



Patterns in Parliamentary

Budget Staffs (2)

• A minority of legislatures have a separate budget office, but it is 

likely that additional offices will be established as legislatures 

redefine their budget responsibilities

• In contrast to staff assigned to budget committees, parliamentary 

budget offices may have greater scope to act independently by 

setting their own research agendas and issuing their own reports. 

The more independent a legislature is on budget issues, the 

greater the probability that its budget office will act independently

• The U.S. Congressional Budget Office (CBO) is a model of an 

influential parliamentary budget office, despite the fact that the 

U.S. Congress exercises far greater independence on budget 

matters than other national legislatures 



No Longer Fully Dependent (1)

• Increased legislative activism is rooted in changes in 
political conditions, and in the growing prominence of the 
budget as an instrument of economic management and 
distribution of benefits.

• Relevant political developments include:
– Increased attentiveness to budget issues by interest groups and 

NGO’s 

– Declining trust and confidence in governments 

– Demands to strengthen accountability and transparency 

– Pressure to improve government performance 

• Developments in budgeting include:
– Introduction of fiscal rules & targets

– Pressure from constituents and others for more money or to

change the government’s spending plans



No Longer Fully Dependent (2)

• Except in countries where the budget is a matter of confidence, 

these developments emboldened parliaments to recruit more 

staff, make marginal changes in the budget and other legislation, 

and set aside time on the legislative calendar to debate budget 

policy

• In all OECD countries, the legislature’s budget role was congruent 

with overall relations between it and the government. to the 

extent, therefore, that this relationship differs among countries, so 

too does legislative activism



Not Yet Independent (1)

• In all but a few OECD countries, parliament either adopts the 

budget presented by government or makes only marginal 

changes.

• In some, there has been a steep increase in the volume of 

amendments, but most make only small changes to the budget.

• In parliamentary regimes, significant changes to the budget would 

impair constitutional arrangements even in countries where 

approval of the budget is not a vote of confidence. 



Not Yet Independent (2)

• It appears that in some countries, the legislature’s role is in 

transition, moving from dependence to activism but not to full 

independence

• Neither the Westminster model of a fully compliant legislature or 

the American model of a fully independent legislature suits the 

political realities of most OECD countries

• For most countries, changes in the legislature’s budget role will 

be nuanced and incremental, and will both maintain and alter 

relations with government 



Patterns of

Parliamentary Budget Activities (1)

• The imposition of fiscal rules (such as EU’s Stability and Growth 

Pact) and the importance of overall budget policy in managing the 

economy has spurred many legislatures to consider aggregate 

fiscal budget policy.

• In almost all OECD countries, the legislature debates overall 

economic policy, including macroeconomic assumptions, fiscal 

aggregates, and the impact of budget policy on the economy.

• In some countries, debate on the budget framework is separated 

from legislative action on estimates and appropriations. moreover, 

in a few countries the framework debate considers sectoral 

budget policy in addition to the fiscal aggregates. 



Patterns of

Parliamentary Budget Activities (2)

• The legislature formally votes on overall budget policy in only 

about one-third of OECD countries. it is likely that additional 

countries will adopt formal voting arrangements in the future. 

• In fewer than half the countries, the legislature is restricted by law 

or constitution in amending the budget submitted to it. 

nevertheless, most legislatures make only minor or no changes to 

the budget.

• These patterns– debating but not voting, not restricted but not 

amending or only minor ones– reflect legislatures that are no 

longer dependent, but not yet independent. 



Congressional Budget Office (1)

• CBO was established in 1974 in the same law that established the 

congressional budget process and budget committees in the 

house and senate

• CBO has approximately 250 staff positions, with expertise in 

taxation, macro and microeconomics, sectoral policies and in 

monitoring and measuring congressional budget actions

• CBO is recognized as a nonpartisan, objective staff that serves 

the congress: to be effective, it must be both subservient to 

congress, but independent of it

• CBO maintains an authoritative baseline that projects the future 

budget impacts of current policy over a 10-year horizon



Congressional Budget Office (2)

• It also “scores” or estimates the budget impact of proposed or 

approved legislation. CBO scores are authoritative in determining 

congressional compliance with budget rules

• Legislation often is modified (and sometimes rejected) because of 

cost estimates issued by CBO

• Because CBO’s estimates are so influential, it has sometimes 

been pressured to change the assumptions or methods used to 

estimate budget impacts

• A prolonged dispute over dynamic versus static scoring 

challenged CBO’s independence, but by holding to its position, 

CBO reinforced its nonpartisan, objective status   


