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unless we had information on the money spent by the national and state governments, it would 
be difficult to fairly represent the issues of tribal development.  Eventually, this realization 
forced us to learn how to analyze the state budget. 
 
The word “budget” is enough to turn off most social activists.  Our group was no exception.  
Reaction, debate, and studies on national and the state budgets are traditionally the domain of 
academics and researchers.  This has always been alien territory for social activists.  We 
discovered, however, that budget analysis can be a powerful tool for grassroots groups to use in 
negotiation or confrontation with the government. 
 
Our Experience with Budget Analysis 
Our first task was to get a copy of the budget document.  This took some time because we did 
not know where to look.  First, we inquired at the finance department of the state government. 
Even though it is a public document, they refused to give it to us.  Next, we learned that the 
government book depot sells it.  However, this sale takes place when the budget discussion is 
almost over.  Eventually, we found the easiest way to get a copy of the proposed budget was 
from the elected representatives when it is tabled (presented) in the state assembly.  This is what 
we did. 
 
To my surprise, I found the state and district budget documents fascinating.  These documents 
are not just numbers.  They speak about the expressed intention of the government, its policies, 
and its allocation of financial resources, which create the rich and poor regions and groups within 
the state. 
 
Budget numbers express an enormous volume of information.  With eyes trained in budget 
analysis, one can discover the government’s hidden priorities.  They may be interested in 
decreasing poverty, or providing elementary education to children of the poor, drinking water 
facilities to the villages, or health services in remote areas.  
 
This knowledge, however, takes some time to acquire.  When we first saw the budget 
documents, we were puzzled and overwhelmed.  First, we had to classify the data.  This was a 
laborious task.  To obtain the kind of information we were seeking, however, we had no 
alternative.  Next, we had to understand the government's accounting system.  Then, we had to 
build our own self-confidence, making certain we were correct in our analysis of the figures.  It 
took some time to eliminate human error, and to create a foolproof system so that we would not 
repeat our initial mistakes.  Finally, we were ready to publish our analysis, “Injustices to the 
Tribals.” 
 
Because ours was the first attempt by any public group to disseminate such an analysis, we 
thought a lot about what it should contain.  We decided to outline the strategy of development, 
emphasizing how poor people are left out of the budget policies, and how these policies 
adversely affect the poor.  We used the budget figures extensively, showing that we had 
discovered 172 mathematical errors in the 22 budget documents.  We also highlighted issues 
affecting dalits (untouchables), tribals, women, and agricultural laborers. 
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We gave some thought to how we could make our notes stand out from the piles of the papers 
that elected members get from the government every day during the budget session.  We decided 
to prepare notes that were short − six pages long at the most.  We sent our notes to government 
ministers and bureaucrats, and to the press, academic institutions, and voluntary agencies, and 
waited for a response. 
 
Reactions to Our Budget Analysis 
“Injustices to the Tribals” created a great deal of interest.  The newspaper carried box items of 
our findings that the government had made errors in totaling the figures.  This created a very 
embarrassing situation for the finance minister.  The under-secretary came rushing to our office 
to ask how we found the errors.  The ruling party and the bureaucrats were caught unaware; they 
realized that somebody else was taking keen interest in the budget documents.  The opposition 
parties took full advantage of our notes to press their own causes.  
 
Before each day’s discussion, we prepared more notes and handed them out to assembly 
members.  Many of them became addicted to our notes.  They were eager to receive them as 
early as possible to help them formulate their own arguments to create pressure on the 
government.  
 
Every member in the state assembly found our notes useful in a number of ways: 
 
• Our notes shaped the budget discussions in the assembly.  Since we prepared them in the 

local language, keeping the educational background of the members in mind, they dominated 
the budget proceedings. 

• Government officials became more alert to queries and questions raised in the assembly. 
• Budget discussion became sharper and more factual, forcing the ministers to reply to the 

facts and making the government officials work. 
• For the first time, the issues of the poor were discussed, questions were answered, and the 

debate became precise. 
• Our organization's name became familiar in the “corridors of power.”  Our access to officials, 

ministers, elected representatives, and the press became easier.  We received a warm 
welcome, and their attitude toward us became less arrogant, sometimes even sympathetic.  
This has helped us a great deal in resolving people's problems. 

 
Our notes became so popular that a number of Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) 
asked us to conduct budget-analysis training programs for them.  Some began to contact us 
personally in our office.  Many tried to look for new information, interpretation, and hidden 
truths in the budget books. 
 
Our notes stirred discussion on tribal issues.  They also created strong positive impressions about 
us among the various political parties and the people active in public life: 
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• We were not merely a struggle-oriented and slogan-shouting organization.  We had 
the intellectual abilities to put our case across solidly in the government’s own sacred 
terminology. 

• The government bureaucracy had no alternative but to accept our conclusions, since 
they were based on the government’s facts and figures.  

• Academics and intellectuals accepted us in their circles.  
 
The Value of Budget Analysis to Grassroots Groups 
I have found budget analysis to be a very powerful tool.  Of course, there are differences 
between academic analysis and the situation-based analysis of a grassroots group: 
 
• Our analysis is more confrontational in nature, designed to create a demand for 

explanations from the ruling government during the budget discussion on the 
provisions relating to issues affecting the poor. 

• Our analysis also looked at regional development.  We specifically highlighted 
money allocated by various heads to benefit the poor, as well as any attempt to create 
imbalance through allocation of financial resources and other fiscal policies. 

 
Budget analysis has taught us several important lessons: 
 
• Money goes to those who hold power.  If non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

raise questions and demand the people’s share, those who possess the money get 
worried.  

• Our analysis shifted the balance of power.  In general, NGOs and voluntary agencies 
have rarely addressed the whole field of “governance.”  Until recently, their role had 
been limited to receiving either “finance” or “information” from the government.  By 
doing a budget analysis, the group acts as a partner in formulating the budget and 
pushes the state to collect information and provide it to the people. 

• The budget is prepared by a very small group of people in the bureaucracy.  In order 
to maintain their monopoly, they don’t want others to know its intricacies.  Knowing 
the process of making the budget documents breaks this monopoly.  NGOs must 
know the process.  The more one knows about the finance of the state, the more one 
becomes confident and powerful. 

• Before the budget analysis, we looked to the elected representatives to raise our issues 
for us.  Many times, they tried to evade us, making us feel ignored and unwanted by 
the people in power.  Now, however, we were suddenly “most wanted,” especially 
during the budget session.  We felt that we were shaping the discussion on the budget 
in the assembly, if not the budget itself. 

• Since we are a people’s organization, criticism leveled against the government on the 
budget can affect our chances of getting the work done by the ruling party MLAs or 
bureaucrats.  If we praise the government for good action, our credibility may be 
affected in the eyes of the public.  For this reason, we always had to keep the 
members of our organization in mind while writing budget notes for the elected 
representatives. 

• Using factual information to discuss the issues of tribal development sharpened our 
arguments.  The budget analysis also widened our vision and gave us ways to pick up 
certain issues and focus on them. 



 
Budget analysis does have its limitations.  We can't find the answers to all the actions of 
the state by analyzing its budget analysis.  Nonetheless, this process can certainly help us 
understand most of the issues that people are facing. 
 
3. Follow Up: Getting Others Involved 
 
Given this background, DISHA decided to undertake an outreach effort to show other 
social justice activists and organizations how awareness of the distribution of financial 
resources by the state to the poor can increase an advocacy organization’s effectiveness.  
To do this, DISHA designed training programs for human rights groups and advocates for 
different issues affecting the poor, including those involved with meals for tribals, 
Delhi’s untouchables, and women’s and children’s issues.  DISHA’s strategy is to 
generate a greater interest in examining the financial allocations of the state, and then 
help develop the necessary expertise to carry out the analysis. 
 
To generate interest, DISHA identifies a promising NGO and undertakes an analysis of 
the state budget from the perspective of the issue it works on.  It reviews the 
organization’s publications and annual reports to determine the perspective of the NGO 
and the issues that are critical to its work.  DISHA then examines the budget of that 
NGO’s state in order to determine how the current budget policies are impacting that 
issue and how money has been allocated for it. Organizations quickly realize that the 
information provided by thorough budget analysis can be a powerful tool in negotiation 
and confrontation with the government. 
 
Once genuine interest in learning about the budget is established, DISHA offers to 
provide training for the organization’s leadership.  Special attention is given to the 
leadership because DISHA believes that it is these individuals who will ultimately be 
responsible for introducing changes in the policies of their organization and should 
therefore be exposed to the potential of budget work.  Because the majority of social 
justice activists are unfamiliar with working with the large figures found in the budget, a 
significant portion of the training is spent helping participants become more acquainted 
with reading numbers.  The second part of the training is exposure to the Indian 
accounting system to prepare participants to conduct analysis of their state’s budget 
allocations.  India’s accounting system is quite elaborate and requires considerable 
explanation before participants are able to utilize the data provided in the budget. 
 
DISHA also teaches participants how to read the budget books.  By understanding how 
money was earmarked, the organizations can then hold the department official, district 
official or elected representatives accountable by finding out whether the money was 
actually spent as intended.  In DISHA’s own work, it often contacts villages that have 
been targeted for some type of expenditure to find out if the goods or services were 
actually provided.  This activity is so straightforward, widely applicable, and easily 
replicated, that it has been a useful tool to teach other groups as they begin to try to apply 
their budget analysis work in their own states.  So far, DISHA has provided this 
introductory training to NGOs in the Indian states of Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan and 
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Maharashtra, as well as to more than 50 groups in Nepal that are now conducting the 
work themselves. 
 
DISHA also provides a more intensive, personalized four-day training program for those 
who undergo the one-day training and express interest in developing more skills.  The 
training is held at the DISHA offices and begins with two days dedicated to learning how 
to classify the data according to the government accounting code.  The second two days 
are spent interpreting the data and preparing a brief on the organization’s findings and 
their implications.  A great deal of time is spent discussing the NGO’s paper as well as 
general budget analysis skills.  In the four-day program participants are trained in 
classifying the data without making any mistakes, logging thousands and thousands of 
entries, and checking the data manually to ensure no human error. With the different 
government departments to review, this is an enormous task.  It requires a group of 
people with patience and understanding, but if done well provides the most effective tool 
to monitor the commitment of any government to social development and human rights. 
It is the best indicator available because it reveals the express intention of the national 
and state governments regarding allocations for different activities and groups.  DISHA 
has provided these longer training programs for over 25 organizations throughout India 
and Nepal.  
 
After receiving the training from DISHA, participating NGOs undertake budget work in 
the manner that best suits their circumstances, but DISHA remains available to answer 
questions about data sources, interpretation or classification. 
 
By 1999, budget work had grown so much in India within various states that DISHA and 
three other organizations convened a workshop of all the groups that are involved in 
budget work on the sub-national level.  This meeting occurred in the fall of 1999 and had 
attendees from several of India’s states, as well as representatives from three other 
countries.  This meeting generated an excellent exchange of experiences that was written 
up in a workshop report that is posted on the International Budget Project’s web site 
http://www.internationalbudget.org/resources/library/goaworks.pdf.  Among the meeting’s outcomes 
was agreement for the states to form and support an effort to examine India’s national-
level budget.  The new effort is called People’s Bias and has begun its analysis of the 
budget for all of India, though the work has progressed slowly due to the volume of work 
associated with classifying the data of all the government departments.  A two-day 
seminar has been planned to help orchestrate the upcoming dissemination of the budget 
information.   
 
4. Conclusions 
 
The story of DISHA’s development as a budget analysis group is particularly compelling 
because budget work was such a surprising departure from the organization’s previous 
work.  It provides a positive testament to the fact that there are no real limitations to the 
type of organizations that can benefit from budget analysis; all that is required is the 
willingness to develop the necessary expertise.  Moreover, producing such rigorous 
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analysis helped bolster the government’s respect for the organization, which led to more 
serious consideration of the issues for which DISHA was advocating. 
 
The DISHA model is also compelling because from the very beginning it focused not 
only on doing budget analysis work itself, but also on training as many other 
organizations as possible to do it in their own regions.  Because of this, DISHA’s 
experiences and lessons learned are having an impact far beyond its own state 
government.  In a democracy as large as India, efforts to increase government 
accountability and transparency will have to occur at different levels and in different 
locations to generate the necessary momentum for large scale national change. 
 
For more information about DISHA, contact: 
 

M.D. Mistry, Director 
“PATHEY” Centre for Budget Analysis 

5, Mangaldeep Flats 
Near Parikshit Bridge 
Gandhi Ashram Post 
Ahmedabad 380 027 

 INDIA 
Email: disha@ad1.vsnl.net.in 

Phone: 91-79-755-9842 
Fax: 91-79-755-6782 

 
 
To view further publications on DISHA’s work, see: 
 
The Beginnings of DISHA and its Budget Training Work in India, M.D. Mistry, February 
24, 1999, Cape Town. 
http://www.internationalbudget.org/conference/disha.htm 

 7

http://www.internationalbudget.org/conference/disha.htm

