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Abstract: Since the announcement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the need for
localization of SDGs has been emphasized. In this context, sustainable rural development is
still a relatively undescribed area in the context of using the participatory budget as a tool to
implement SDGs. Few countries have introduced legal regulations in practice, enabling the creation
of participatory budgets (especially in rural areas), so a multifaceted analysis of a decade of Poland's
experience may provide important guidelines for countries considering introducing such solutions,
which we consider to be the main purpose of this study. This is the first study covering all communes
where participatory budgets (Solecki Fund—FS) were created in Poland during the 2010–2018
period (up to 60% of all), covering both the analysis of the process of creating FSs, the directions of
spending and the scale of spending (including regional differentiation), as well as legal regulations
and the consequences of including central government support in this mechanism. On the basis
of the research, it can be observed that, despite the small scale of FS spending, the number of
municipalities using this form of citizen participation is increasing. At the same time, there is
significant variation between regions, which indicates the flexibility of the FSs in adapting to the needs
reported by residents. The analysed directions of expenditure indicate that the FSs are in line with
the SDG objectives related to the improvement of residents' quality of life. It can be concluded that,
despite the existing legal regulations, the introduction of the Solecki Fund undoubtedly depends on
the political will of the local government's legislative authorities and the willingness of residents to
participate in decisions on spending directions.

Keywords: sustainable rural development; participatory budgeting; Solecki fund; SDG

1. Introduction

The issue of development in rural areas is quite frequently touched upon in literature. As Ellis and
Biggs state, beginning in the 1950s, at least six major switches have been observed to have taken place
in rural development thinking [1] (p. 437). However, importantly, from the perspective of the article,
even back in the 1970s, the World Bank assumed that “rural development is a strategy designed
to improve the economic and social life of a specific group of people—the rural poor. It involves
extending the benefits of development to the poorest among those who seek a livelihood in the rural
areas” [2] (p. 3). The often-cited Moseley also points toward the aspect of improving the quality of life
in rural areas: “Rural development refers to the process of improving the quality of life and economic
well-being of people” [3] (p. 3). Likewise, in The Cork 2.0 Declaration [4] (A Better Life in Rural Areas)
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the countries of the European Union emphasized “the need to ensure that rural areas and communities
(countryside, farms, villages, and small towns) remain attractive places to live and work by improving
access to services and opportunities”. In this context, it can be said that one of the determinants
of rural development is the improvement in quality of life in these regions. It bears noting that
the core of these definitions is the sustainable improvement of livelihood for rural people. On the other
hand, Neumaier [5] maintains that “a lack of social innovation is often one of the strongest restraints
of the vitality and further development of rural communities in developed, democratic, capitalist,
industrial countries”. It is relevant to mention that social innovations (more about this in Reference [6])
include various processes of public participation [7–9]. It should be noted that there are many areas of
research concerning rural development which do not pertain to the quality of life [10–13]. Woods [14]
(p. 2) states that one of the main challenges currently faced by rural social scientists seem to be
the issues around the sustainable use of resources; the resilience of rural communities to environmental
uncertainties; challenges arising from the intensification and reconfiguration of global mobility patterns;
critical analysis of the political economies of new strategies for rural economic development based on
the sustainable use and management of environmental resources; the redrawing of the contours of
state intervention in rural societies and economies including the potential rationalisation of expensive
rural public services; and reevaluation of state support for agriculture, conservation, and community
development in the context of economic austerity. The purpose of this article is an attempt to evaluate
how a specific form of public participation—Solecki Fund—can support the local government in
rural areas in achieving SDGs within sustainable rural development (SRD). Solecki Fund (FS) can be
considered as a rare (worldwide) form of rural area's inhabitants' public participation, and this paper
aims to discuss critical issues connected with the FS application in Poland in the SDG and SRD context.
Such analysis can contribute to a worldwide discussion on the impact of participatory budgeting
influence on sustainable rural development. The conducted study, apart from explaining the conditions
of evolution and use of rural participatory mechanism in the approach to public participation and
sustainable development, contributes to the determination of the possibilities and limitations of
adapting these actions into the practical implementation of the SRD concept.

One may notice the previously mentioned term sustainable rural development (SRD) in
the discourse concerning rural development. Moreover, its place in sustainable development (SD) is
a frequent subject of discussions. The 1970s and 1980s mark the points in time when countries and
international organisations first started to take an interest in the issues concerning SD [15]. The first
attempt to formulate the principles of the development model, later called sustainable development,
was made during The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (Stockholm from 5 to
16 June 1972) [16]. One of the first commonly used definitions of sustainable development has been
established by The World Life Issues on Environment and Development (WCED) Commission led by
G.H. Brundtland. In the report released by the commission entitled Our Common Future [17], it is stated
that ”Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [17]
(p. 16). In the following years, sustainable development (SD) became one of the main concepts behind
the global environmental policy [18–23]. In literature, the most common stance is one assumed by E.
Barbier [24], according to whom “the usual model for sustainable development is of three separate
but connected rings of environment, society, and economy, with the implication that each sector is, at
least in part, independent of the others” [25–28]. Of course, the issues concerning rural areas (SRD)
did not go unnoticed in the activities and discussions relating to balanced development. Analysing
the following year after the Rio Earth Summit, Murdoch noted that ”the concept of ‘rural sustainability’
implies an extensive and complex research agenda.“ [29] (p. 237). The problems resulting from
the complexity and interdisciplinarity of SRD were often accentuated [30–33], and the research areas
encompass (among others) land planning, sustainable agriculture development, water management,
sustainable tourism, and community participation (concerning the mentioned) [34]. It bears noting
that, in this context, SRD is not at all a homogenous term but rather one that comprises a wide variety of
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disciplines. Boggia et al. [35] maintain that ” in rural areas, development must be achieved to improve
social and economic conditions, but it must be sustainable”. Meanwhile, having analysed the goals of
SRD, Moseley [3] (p. 24) notices the following: developing the skills, awareness, knowledge, health,
and motivation of local people so that they have greater access to productive and satisfying work
and participate in developmental activities; securing physical infrastructure and other manufactured
capital; establishing effective and equitable organizations and institutions and management systems
that contribute to economic development which respects the conservation of natural, man-made, and
human resources; upholding and reinforcing formal and informal systems of justice, democracy and
governance that promote social cohesion and justice; as well as maintaining and encouraging diverse
cultures, traditions, and activities which enhance continuity with the past, the celebration of local place,
and local pride.

As of the announcement of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the need for localization of
SDGs, understood as “the process of taking into account subnational contexts in the achievement of
the 2030 Agenda, from the setting of goals and targets, to determining the means of implementation and
using indicators to measure and monitor progress” [36] (p. 6), has been emphasized. It was established
that “SDG[s] implementation has to be bottom-up, not top down” [37] (p. 1). At the same time, “[t] his
focus on a territorial approach to sustainable development, with its recognition of the key role of local
government, as enshrined in the principle of subsidiarity, has been recognised by development partners
such as the European Union” [37] (p. 1). United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) in reports from
2017 [38], 2018 [39], and 2019 [40] note that local and regional governments (LRGs) partake through
various undertakings in the realization of SDGs. Among others, attention is drawn toward (essential
in accordance with this article) goal 4—ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities for all; goal 6—ensure availability and sustainable management of
water and sanitation for all; goal 11—make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and
sustainable; goal 15—protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably
manage forests, combat desertification and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss;
and goal 16—promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access
to justice for all, and build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels. One may
also notice that reference is drawn here not only to the participation as part of realizing SDG of local
governments, NGOs, and other institutional actors but also to the inhabitants themselves [37,40–42]. It
is also worth noting that the first studies dedicated to this issue have been made during the recent
years [41,43–49]. As an example, Cabannes [49] asserts the utmost importance of target 16.7 of SDG
16 (ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory, and representative decision-making at all levels) and
target 11.3 (sustainable human settlement planning and management) in the context of utilizing
participatory budget (PB) by LRGs. In conclusion, deliberations concerning development of rural areas
must also encompass the analysis of solutions in terms of public participation in public matters using
the PB formula.

As of the announcement of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the need for localization of
SDGs, understood as “the process of taking into account subnational contexts in the achievement of
the 2030 Agenda, from the setting of goals and targets, to determining the means of implementation and
using indicators to measure and monitor progress” [36] (p. 6), has been emphasized. It was established
that “SDG[s] implementation has to be bottom-up, not top down” [37] (p. 1). At the same time, “[t] his
focus on a territorial approach to sustainable development, with its recognition of the key role of local
government, as enshrined in the principle of subsidiarity, has been recognised by development partners
such as the European Union” [37] (p. 1). United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) in reports from
2017 [38], 2018 [39], and 2019 [40] note that local and regional governments (LRGs) partake through
various undertakings in the realization of SDGs. Among others, attention is drawn toward (essential
in accordance with this article) goal 4—ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities for all; goal 6—ensure availability and sustainable management of
water and sanitation for all; goal 11—make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and
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sustainable; goal 15—protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably
manage forests, combat desertification and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss;
and goal 16—promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access
to justice for all, and build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels. One may
also notice that reference is drawn here not only to the participation as part of realizing SDG of local
governments, NGOs, and other institutional actors but also to the inhabitants themselves [37,40–42]. It
is also worth noting that the first studies dedicated to this issue have been made during the recent
years [41,43–49]. As an example, Cabannes [49] asserts the utmost importance of target 16.7 of SDG
16 (ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory, and representative decision-making at all levels) and
target 11.3 (sustainable human settlement planning and management) in the context of utilizing
participatory budget (PB) by LRGs. In conclusion, deliberations concerning development of rural areas
must also encompass the analysis of solutions in terms of public participation in public matters using
the PB formula.

Theoretical concepts of citizens participation in the activities of public institutes can be found in
the works of Arnstein [50], Connor [51], and Langton [52]. The most popular model is Arnstein’s Ladder
of Citizen Participation. In this concept, the participation refers to the influence of the “minority” (i.e.,
part of the local community in our case) on decisions of those in power, while redistribution of power
is supposed to (among others) include people who are currently excluded from political and economic
processes. The S. Arnstein’s model distinguishes eight types of participation, of which typology
has been arranged hierarchically in accordance with the increase in the decision-making power of
stakeholders (Table 1). The bottom of this hierarchy includes two rungs of “illusory participation”:
manipulation and therapy. The first one mainly covers the inclusion of selected groups of residents into
the advisory bodies (such as consultative groups or advisory committees) and educational activities
aimed at them. However, such education is just seeming education, while the communication is
one-sided and mainly focused on promotional and image activities. The first step towards true
participation is the third rung—informing—however, in this case, the communication channel is
often one-way and it does not provide citizens with the opportunity to speak their mind or negotiate.
Another type of participation—consultation—can only create the appearance of proper participation.
This happens when consultations consisting of getting to know the opinions of residents are limited
only to gathering information, without taking them into account during decision-making. The last
type of seeming participation, which is an example of the symbolic inclusion of representatives
of the dominated groups into institutional structures created by dominant groups (the so-called
tokenism), is placation. The next three types of participation—partnership, delegated power, and
citizen control—are already at the level of a real distribution of power between citizens and those in
power. In the case of partnership, responsibility for planning and decision-making is shared through
planning committees and conflict resolution mechanisms. Undoubtedly, the functioning of the Solecki
fund (FS) matches the “participation ladder” (as a kind of PB) between placation and partnership
(nonmandatory form of consultation but mandatory voting results implementation, coproduction [53]).
In the case of delegation, it means transferring almost all power over a specific program to residents,
enabling them to take actions adapted to their actual needs and expectations. Conflict resolution forces
parties to undertake talks and negotiations. Citizen control is an extreme form of participation in
which stakeholders take over the control over part of the management activities.
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Table 1. Levels of participation according to Arnstein [50].

Level of
Participation

Type of
Participation Characteristics

Levels of
nonparticipation

Manipulation

Purpose of these actions is to shape the attitudes of
stakeholders in accordance with expectations of authorities,

e.g., putting residents in not very significant advisory
committees, “educating” them, as well as persuading
without providing a real impact on decision-making.

Therapy

Programs and actions with characteristics of group
therapy—therapeutic or educational—creating

the appearance of supporting groups of residents with
problems.

Levels of Tokenism

Informing

Informing citizens about their rights, duties, and choices.
The problem is that it is only one-way communication (from
officials to citizens) and that the information is provided too

late to enable participation. Communication tools used at
this level include: media, leaflets, and posters.

Consultation

Asking citizens for their opinion, however without
guaranteeing that it will be taken into account during
decision-making. The usual methods include surveys,

neighbourhood meetings, and public hearings.

Placation
(mitigation)

At this level of participation, citizens are beginning to have
a real impact on public affairs; however, these activities also

are often only seeming actions, e.g., when citizens are
members of public institutions, they can advise and plan;

however, ultimately it is the superior authority that judges
the correctness of these advices.

Levels of Citizens
Power

Partnership

In the negotiation process, while maintaining shared
responsibility, the stakeholders are able to influence

the decisions of authorities. The mechanism of partnership is
possible through the functioning of planning committees and
various councils as well as developing methods for conflict

resolution. In order for the partnership to be effective,
the community must be organized, the leaders must be

accountable to it; and it must have adequate resources that
allow to provide remuneration to their representatives for
working for its benefit and that allow to employ experts,

lawyers, and coordinators.

Delegated power

Providing residents with almost total power over the given
program, at this level of the ladder, citizens are actually
responsible for implemented programs and have clearly

defined decision-making capacity. In order to resolve
possible conflicts, representatives of the authorities must

negotiate and good two-way communication between them
and the residents is necessary.

Citizen Control

Participation type in which citizens have as much power as
they need in order to manage the program or institution, to
be responsible for policy and administrative issues, as well as

to negotiate the conditions as participants or residents.

Other approaches to public participation were a development, addition, or new look at
the observations made. Rowe and Frewer [54] (p. 257) analyzed the concept and forms of public
participation, listing about 100 mechanisms. They point to the variety of forms of public engagement [54]
(p. 259–263) depending on different mechanism variables (Table 2).
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Table 2. Key public engagement mechanism variables according to Rowe and Frewer [54].

Mechanism Variable Levels of Variable Aspect of Effectiveness
Potentially Influenced

Relevant Type of
Engagement

Participant selection
method Controlled Uncontrolled Maximize relevant

participants

Communication
Consultation
Participation

Facilitation of
information elicitation

Yes
No

Maximize relevant
information from

participants

Consultation
Participation

Response mode Unlimited/open
Limited/closed

Maximize relevant
information from

participants

Consultation
Participation

Information input Set information Flexible
information

Maximize relevant
information from

sponsors
Communication

Medium of information
transfer

Face-to-face
Non face-to-face

Maximize transfer and
processing of relevant

information

Communication
Consultation
Participation

Facilitation of
aggregation

Structured combination
Unstructured
combination

Aggregation of
participant information

Consultation
Participation

Thus, similarly to Arnstein, they indicate that the degree of involvement of residents can be very
diverse, but in their view, it is multidimensional and the types of citizen involvement are intertwined.
In contrast, Eversole, describing the classification of types of participation [55] (p. 56), states that
the answer to the question “How much influence do the participants have over the outcome of
a participatory initiative?” is usually sought. It indicates, among others, International Association
for Public Participation (IAP2) Public Participation Spectrum [56] developed by the International
Association for Public Participation as a scale “written from practitioner's perspective for use by
practitioners” [55] (p. 56). The IAP2’s proposal consists of five levels—inform, consult, involve,
collaborate, and empower—that are similar to Arnstein's rugs of the participation ladder (omitting
manipulation and therapy). We can describe each type of IAP2 engagement scale as follows [55]
(p. 56) [57]: First of all, for “inform”, the main objective is only to inform through web sites, pop-ups
and photo galleries, open houses, downloadable resources, newspaper articles. Then, ”consult” aims
to obtain feedback on analysis, alternatives, or decisions presented to inhabitants. It can include voting,
focus groups, surveys, public meetings, social media monitoring, and discussion and comment boxes.
Next “involve” means using the method of direct cooperation with stakeholders throughout the process
(deeper than consulting). This may include workshops, community mapping, crowdsourcing, scenario
testing, citizen panels, and participatory budgeting. The next type of engagement is “collaborate”
hat means recognizing citizens as a partner in making decisions, consisting of taking into account
various aspects of problems solved in the joint selection of solutions citizen advisory committees,
document co-creation boards, participatory decision-making, and working groups. The last one is
“empower”; in this case, the emphasis is on putting the final decision-making process in the hands of
the public. The community must be jointly responsible for making decisions and responsible for its
effects. The most common forms are citizen committees, decision-making platforms, or citizen juries.

As one can notice, the general public seems to be excluded from collaboration and empowering
stages because of procedure limitations and requirements (e.g., the need for the small groups of experts
or representatives). This split was noticed earlier in 1988 by Connor in his “new leader of citizen
participation” [51]. Connor underlined that only three rugs (proposed by him as education, information
feedback, and consultation) are available for the general public [51] and the rest of the rugs is available
only for the leaders (joint planning, mediation, litigation, and prevention).
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In recent years, Nabathi and Leighninger in “Public participation for 21st century democracy” [58]
developed a new look on public participation forms. They distinguished two main groups. The first
one, indirect participation, includes (incorporates) voting and donating money. The new concept is
that the second group, direct participation, is divided into three forms of participation accordingly
to the level and way of empowerment of citizens: conventional participation and thin and thick
participation. The conventional participation aims “to provide citizens with checks of government
power” [58] (p. 21) and is the only one among others not designed to empower citizens. Usually,
these are meetings where the agenda is preset by the government side and where only issues from
the agenda are allowed to be discussed. This may indicate poor process flexibility and susceptibility
to manipulation. Contrary to conventional participation, thick participation means the ability to
empower groups and can bring more effective problem solving. It “enables large numbers of people,
working in small groups [ . . . ], to learn, decide, and act. [ . . . ] it is the most meaningful and powerful
of three forms of direct participation” [58] (p. 14). Most common are participatory budgets, citizen
assemblies, citizen juries, or study circles. The third form—thin participation—according to Nabathi
and Leighninger enables a large group of citizens to express opinions, ideas, feelings, and doubts
quickly. It can include different kinds of surveys, petitions, pools, fairs events, festivals, or online
activities as social media.

Concluding the review of the issues concerning potential collaboration of citizens and local
authorities, it bears noting that the literature touching on the subject rarely provides comprehensive
solutions for PB in rural areas (some of the few indicated countries are Peru [59–61], top down process
design and participation of vulnerable groups; Poland [62], coproduction of public services and PB
system design; and Indonesia and Kenya [63], legal and finance issues). In most cases, this is caused by
the lack of national regulations, whilst detailed areas of the analysis of participation mainly pertain
to, in the case of China [64–66] for different areas of case studies, water supply, area planning, and
waste management; in case of the UK [67], PB process design; for Russia [68], PB vs. public services
delivery; for the Czech Republic [69], elderly and civic engagement; for Ukraine [70], problems with
participation processes; for the Philippines [71], PB and poverty; for Italy [72], participation and smart
villages; and worldwide [73,74], community participation in health care design and provision.

Based on the above, it would seem justifiable to state that the issue of public participation in
managing the local matters may encompass a broad number of matters, which directly correlates with
the substantial differences in the level of independence of particular communities and their competences.

2. State of Art—The Development of Rural Areas in Poland Through the Prism of PB

In Poland, the development of rural areas is viewed mainly through the prism of activities relating
to the “Strategies for the balanced development of villages, farming, and fishing for years 2012–2020”
from the year 2012 (as provisions of the act regulating the development policies [75], “Action Plan
towards Responsible Development” from year 2016, as well as the mid-term country development
strategy “Strategy for Responsible Development to year 2020 (with perspectives for year 2030)” from
the year 2017 [76]. The first of the above-stated documents considers its main goal to be the “betterment
of quality of life in rural areas and effective utilization of their resources and potential, including
farming and fishing, in favour of the balanced development of the country”. This goal assumes
the following:

1. the improvement of the quality of social and human capital as well as increasing employment
rates and supporting the growth of entrepreneurship in rural areas,

2. the improvement of quality of life in rural areas and the spatial accessibility of terrain,
3. food safety,
4. the increase of productivity and competitiveness of the agri-food sector, and
5. the protection of environment and the need to adapt to climate changes in rural areas.
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Likewise, it is crucial to note that, in the frames of updating the above strategy, it was noted that
actions would be undertaken as part of the activities relating to specific objective II—improvement
of the quality of life, the infrastructure, and the state of environment. “The development of social
infrastructure and revitalization of villages and small towns” has been designated as the direction
this undertaking is to progress towards. Horizontal activities are to be considered in this scope
relating to the modernized strategies ensuing from the “Strategy for Responsible Development” (pol.
SOR–Strategia na rzecz Odpowiedzialnego Rozwoju), which (among others) concern better access
of the citizens to basic public services, increasing the quality of local administration and stimulating
the involvement of locals in building civic society as well as complementary activities for, among
others, the betterment of the cooperation between the scientific community and the agricultural
advisory in favour of social innovations in rural areas. It bears noting that these country strategic
documents, to a limited degree, draw a connection between the development of rural areas and citizen
participation. Nonetheless, it must be emphasized that, in recent years, Poland has seen a trend among
the local governments in rural areas of steadily heading toward increasing their civic engagement in
the decision-making process concerning public spending.

These municipalities constitute elementary units of administration division in Poland. An
important fact of the matter is that the local government of such a community realizes the majority
of local public tasks, which translates into a need of proper adjustment of the range, form, and
scale of public goods available to citizens in accordance with their preferences. It also bears noting
that the legislative and executive authorities of local territorial governments in Poland are meant to
represent the respective local communities, which is to say, to ensure the realization of the concept of
direct democracy. However, for the purpose of better adjusting public services to the needs of citizens,
the legislator envisaged the possibility to hold consultations with the citizens [77,78] whose main forms
are the participatory budget [48,79–82] and (only for rural areas) the Solecki fund [62,83,84]. The Solecki
fund (pol. FS) as a form of participation of inhabitants was legally regulated in 2009 and subsequently
modified in 2014. This fund constitutes a link between the formula of a participatory budget and
the mechanism of complementing revenues of municipalities with low income base. The analysis of
principles of functioning and effectiveness of this mechanism, however, must be preceded by a closer
look at the general frames of functioning of the governing bodies eligible to utilize this formula.

There are three types of municipalities in place in Poland, based on the territorial scope:
urban municipalities (town: 302), urban-rural municipality (urban and rural areas: 628), and rural
municipalities (situated strictly in rural areas: 1548). The legislator also envisaged the possibility to
establish supplementary units called “sołectwo” within the “rural areas” of municipalities (Table 3).
These supplementary units are sometimes present in urban municipalities in Poland (11 in 2018), which
often results from the agricultural nature of a given town (for example, following the expansion of its
administrative borders); however, such municipalities have been omitted in the study due to their
specific character. It ought to be noted that the number of municipalities using these supplementary
units in the years 2010–2018 has not changed and that the shifts between the types of municipalities
triggered by the municipalities were mostly caused by obtaining town rights by the villages acting
as municipality headquarters. On the other hand, corrections were made as far as the number
of solectwa is concerned; usually, new solectwa were extracted from the already existing ones for
the purpose of adjusting the organizational structure of supplementary unit’s activities to the changes
in settlement networks.
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Table 3. Municipalities in Poland: administrative structure.

Year 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Rural municipalities 1576 1571 1571 1571 1566 1563 1559 1555 1548

Urban-rural
municipalities 597 602 602 602 608 611 616 621 628

Urban municipalities 241 241 241 240 239 238 237 236 236

Rural municipalities
with solectwo 1564 1559 1559 1559 1554 1551 1547 1543 1536

Urban-rural
municipalities with

solectwo
597 602 602 602 608 611 616 620 627

Urban municipalities
with solectwo 13 13 13 13 12 12 11 11 11

Total 2161 2161 2161 2161 2162 2162 2163 2163 2163

Solectwos in rural
municipalities 28,655 28,585 28,595 28,602 28,519 28,504 28,433 28,342 28,211

Solectwos in
urban-rural

municipalities
11,771 11,906 11,927 11,932 12,051 12,123 12,236 12,326 12,472

Solectwos in urban
municipalities 49 49 49 49 47 61 57 57 57

Total 40,475 40,540 40,571 40,583 40,617 40,688 40,726 40,725 40,740

Thus, a “sołectwo” is (with some minor exceptions) a nonmandatory supplementary unit of an
urban-rural or rural commune, created for the purpose of completing a portion of the commune’s
own tasks, which due to limitations in territorial range is specific for the said supplementary unit.
A “sołectwo” usually territorially covers the area of one or several villages within the commune, whilst
a municipality may have from a few up to several dozen of such supplementary units. In practice,
this scale allows to match some of the undertakings realized by a municipality (as own tasks) to
the specificity (citizen preferences) of a given “sołectwo”. According to article 1 par. 3 of the Solecki
fund act [85], resources coming from the previously stated Solecki fund may be spent on the realization
of projects indicated and chosen by the inhabitants of a sołectwo if all three of the following conditions
are met:

• the submitted task must be the commune’s own task,
• it must serve for the benefit of improving the quality of life of the inhabitants, and
• it must be compatible with the developmental strategy of the commune.

Therefore, tasks realized by the Solecki fund clearly match the previously specified target 16.7 and
11.3 SDGs.

The commune’s own tasks which can be financed as part of the Solecki fund may include, among
others, the following:

• organizing festivities, meetings, and corporate events;
• realizing promotional activities;
• tasks concerning the image and aesthetics of the village;
• tasks concerning the cultural and recreational infrastructure; and
• tasks concerning communal infrastructure.

Establishing a Solecki fund is largely dependent on the decisions undertaken by the local authorities
(village council—the legislative organ), as it is their responsibility to create supplementary units and
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to make decisions on whether such a fund is necessary. As can be understood from the procedure,
the legislator assumed that, once a supplementary unit has been approved to be launched, it is
functional until called off (Scheme 1). One can observe that, as part of the procedure of functioning of
FS, many executive bodies will arise whose behaviour will determine the eventual reaching of the goals
set by FS. One many note that (Scheme 1) this procedure is spread over the course of 3 years or is
dependent on the timely and full completion of the tasks set out for each “actor”.
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As already mentioned, the starting point are the two decisions made by the legislative organ of
a commune. During the same year (prior to the budget year), the executive organ of the municipality
(vogt/mayor/president) determines the amounts for each solectwo and discloses the information
regarding these funds to individual solectwa, which determines the scale of possible tasks to be
undertaken in the framework of FS. Other important “actors” in the process are the citizens, the soltys
and the Solecki council, all of whom have the ability to submit projects for realization as part of FS.
The key role in the process of making a decision is played by the legislative organ of “sołectwo”,
the village meeting (a gathering consisting of all the citizens of the sołectwo with the right to vote), during
which decisions are undertaken and votes cast for individual projects. From the perspective of realization
of incentives and redistribution of functions of FS, it bears noting that the information detailing the final
planned expenditure under FS (following the verification of the project by the executive organ of
the commune) is then passed on to the Ministry of Finance, where the degree of reimbursement of
the expenses under the Solecki fund is calculated for each commune based on the collected data and
the indicators of income per citizen. The realization of project tasks takes place during the following
year under the supervision of the executive organ, which is simultaneously the trustee of the sołectwo
resources on account of it not possessing legal personality. There is a possibility in place for a small
correction of tasks; however, the authorities of a municipality cannot avoid the realization of the project
tasks due to lacking funds. Reimbursement of partial funds comprising grants from the national budget
in the year following the spending year may be viewed as the actual effect of realizing the expenses
under the Solecki fund. The mechanism of reimbursement is designed to promote the inclusion of
citizens in the decision-making process regarding local matters carried out by the local government of
the commune.

The indicator of the minimal level of funds a solectwo may receive is on the one hand the appropriate
base amount for a given commune, determined by the current income of the municipality and
the number of its citizens (this is in accordance with the act; the quotient of the current expenses of
the municipality in the year preceding the budget year by two years and the number of citizens living
in the territory of the commune, as at December 31 of the year preceding the budget year by two years,
as designated by the chairman of Statistics Poland (art. 3.1) [85]). On the other hand, the most essential
factor in any given “sołectwo” is the number of citizens. The base amount of funds within the Solecki
fund attributed to a “sołectwo” is regulated as not exceeding ten times the base amount; however,
this limitation is for the purpose of calculating the reimbursement from the national budget, since
municipalities may allocate higher amounts if it is deemed necessary for solectwa.

The general principle within the Act on Solecki Fund (Article 3 clause 7 and 8) [85] states that
the municipality in which a Solecki fund was established and where expenses relating to the said fund
were executed is entitled to a reimbursement of a part of the expenses sustained in the year preceding
the budget year (Table 4). The relation between the base amount (KB) and the base amount calculated
for all municipalities in the country (KBK) is what determines the returned amount. Municipalities
where KB is lower than KBK are entitled to receive the greatest—40%—reimbursements of the expenses.
On the other hand, municipalities where KB ranges from 100% to 120% of the average KBK may receive
30% and municipalities where KB is higher than 120% and not higher than 200% of the average KBK
may receive 20%. It bears noting that the regulations also provide limitations on the funds directed to
reimbursement of expenditure of Solecki Funds, which in practice forces the mechanism of reducing
percentage thresholds.
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Table 4. Refund level from central government.

Group of Gminas Nominal After Reduction According to Central Budget’s Limit for Year

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Kb < Kbk 40% 37.874% 40% 35.654% 34.954% 28.567% 26.204% 25.351%

100% Kbk < Kb <
120% Kbk 30% 28.405% 30% 26.741% 26.215% 21.425% 19.653% 19.013%

120% Kbk < Kb <
200% Kbk 20% 18.937% 20% 17.827% 17.477% 14.283% 13.102% 12.676%

3. Materials and Methods

In this article, the authors opted for the analysis of application of the Solecki fund mechanism,
which is one of the tools of support for the realization of SDGs in rural areas. Due (1) to the topicality of
the raised issue in the context of the utilization of solutions in countries where the model of participation
is implemented as an element of the strategies for balanced development, (2) to the stark contrast with
similar models of participatory budged used in most other countries, (3) to its application in rural areas,
as well as (4) to the limited scope of previous studies and low number of publications on the topic
of Solecki Fund available in WoS and Scopus, the authors assumed that research would encompass
the entire population of rural and urban-rural municipalities in Poland (around 2200 municipalities)
in years 2010–2018 and, thus ultimately, the Solecki fund since its inception in Poland. The studies
use reports provided by the Ministry of Finance for the years 2011–2019 concerning the budgets of
municipalities in the years 2010–2018. The research procedure included the following:

• overview of publications indexed in WoS and Scopus concerning balanced development and
the development of rural areas with particular attention to the role citizen participation plays in
the moulding of public services offered to them by the local government (introduction);

• analysis of legal conditions which determine the functioning of citizen participation in Poland in
rural areas (state-of-the-art);

• analysis of the dynamics of applying the Solecki fund in Poland during the studied period (in
view of the optionality of this solution) on a country-wide and regional scale with a breakdown
by municipality type (results and discussion). The reason for such a division is the differences
observed in the prior analyses concerning the tendency of local governments and citizens to using
this tool. Given the substantial disparities between each Solecki fund resulting from the method
of calculating the limits, the analysis covered both the number of municipalities and the value of
resources involved in Solecki funds; and

• analysis of the dynamics and scale of utilizing funds in the main areas of potential spendings,
concerning national mechanisms and with a breakdown by regions and municipality types. This
analysis serves to point out areas of activity for the improvement of the quality of life of citizens,
and therefore realizing SDGs, the citizens of given municipalities/regions are viewed as essential.
Also, in this part of the study, the analysis concerned the number of municipalities and the amount
of involved funds.

Due to the formula which limits the level of reimbursement and to lack of data concerning transfers
from the national budget to the budgets of municipalities, the authors did not analyse the scale of
reimbursement of Solecki funds.

It bears noting that this analysis may constitute a worthwhile input to the discussion on
the possibility and necessity of putting the solutions relating to participatory budget in legal frames.

4. Results and Discussion

As it has been mentioned earlier, allocating funds for the implementation of tasks under the Solecki
fund’s budget in the commune's budget is not obligatory, which causes the risk of lack of willingness
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to introduce such solutions by the municipality authorities. The analysis of the percentage of
municipalities that took advantage of the possibility of introducing FS in the examined period indicates
significant differences between urban-rural and rural municipalities (Figure 1). As can be observed,
the percentage of urban-rural municipalities that made expenditures under the Solecki fund was
significantly higher in the examined period (by about 15–20 pp), whilst due to the proportions in
the number of rural and urban-rural municipalities, the average total percentage of municipalities from
FS was on average by about 10 percentage points lower than in the case of urban-rural municipalities.
Nevertheless, it should be emphasized that the 70% result in 2018 can be considered very good from
the point of view of changes in the scale of FS application in the period considered.
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Figure 1. Municipalities with Solecki fund.

Following the increasing number of municipalities introducing the FS, the amount of funds
allocated in this way by the municipalities increased. It should be noted that the value of funds engaged
in the FS between 2010 and 2018 increased by over 300% (which is largely due to the calculation
mechanism depending on the current income level of the municipality).

The analysis of territorial diversity in terms of the region (NUTS-2) indicates significant
discrepancies in the scale of the use of Solecki funds in individual regions (Figure 2). In regions 2, 16,
and 18, practically since the beginning of the period under review, there was a stronger tendency to use
this form of participatory budget, while in Lubusz (8), this indicator was relatively low at the beginning
of the period.
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Figure 2. Percentage of municipalities with the Solecki Fund (FS) in 2010–2018 in individual regions,
where 02 is Lower Silesia, 04 is Kujawy-Pomerania, 06 is Lublin, 08 is Lubusz, 10 is Łódź, 12 is Lesser
Poland, 14 is Mazovia, 16 is Opole, 18 is Podkarpackie, 20 is Podlasie, 22 is Pomerania, 24 is Silesia, 26
is Świętokrzyskie, 28 is Warmia-Masuria, 30 is Greater Poland, and 32 is West Pomerania.

In turn, the analysis of the percentage of municipalities that used Solecki Fund, broken down
into rural and urban-rural municipalities, provides additional information on the diversity of the scale
of using the FS. Comparison of data from the beginning and the end of the research period indicates
that, in the case of urban-rural municipalities (Figure 3), although there was a significant variation at
the beginning of the period in the percentage of municipalities involved in FS processes, in the final
period in most regions, a high percentage of municipalities using FS may be spotted. It should be
remembered that, in some regions, the number of urban-rural municipalities is relatively small.
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When analysing changes in the percentage of rural municipalities using Solecki funds, it ought
to be noted in their case that these changes are not at all impressive. Figure 4 illustrates the scale of
changes between 2010 and 2018, and it is worth noting that, in some regions, there were no significant
changes, which may signify the occurrence of permanent factors affecting such behaviour of local
authorities and citizens (lack of political will, low level of willingness to perform social activity, poor
education in the field of social competences, lack of awareness of the existence of opportunities, etc.).Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 28 
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Taking as a criterion the scale and direction of disbursement of funds, it should be noted that,
across the whole country, there are several disbursement (sections/divisions) areas (Figure 5). Due
to the scale of disbursement, the area of expenditure in the field of transport and communications
prevails, covering over 35% of total expenditure annually. Such a large amount of expenditure is
also due to their specificity, associated with the high costs of individual ventures. However, there is
a significant discrepancy in the share of this group of expenses in total expenditure from Solecki funds
in regional dimension (Figure 6).
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As it can be noticed from Figure 6 in individual regions, the share of expenditure from Solecki
funds for transport and communications is definitely different. While in voivodships 02, 08, and 16,
this share is extremely small, in voivodships 06, 12, 14, and 20, it exceeds 50% of the total expenditure
from FS. While analysing the geographical location of these regions, it can be pointed out that, in
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the western voivodships of Poland, the discussed expenditure constituted the lowest percentage while,
in the eastern voivodships, the largest share in the expenditure pool was observed.

The question about the number of local governments which included transport and communication
expenses in the expenses under the Solecki funds remains unanswered. The regional analysis
of the percentage of municipalities with expenditure in this area (Figure 7) clearly indicates that
the differences between the regions do not result from the omission of transport and communication
expenses implemented in the Solecki funds (the percentage of municipalities taking into account this
type of expenditure varies between 70% and 100% in individual regions). The reasons for the existence
of differences can be seen in the lower value of individual projects of this type in western regions, which
may be due to better technical condition of the infrastructure, previously implemented investments,
etc. and thus smaller needs in this respect reported by local communities for the FS projects.
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From the point of view of the possibility of differences between urban-rural and rural municipalities
in individual regions, it should be noted that the percentage of municipalities that include transport
and communications expenses in the financial plans of Solecki funds fluctuates between 80% and 100%
of municipalities in both rural and urban-rural municipalities with Solecki funds in individual regions,
which clearly indicates the importance of this area of improving the quality of life for residents and, at
the same time, confirms the thesis that it is mainly the differences in the scale of funding that affect
such large disparities between regions.

An analysis of the second largest disbursement of funds in the direction, culture and protection of
national heritage, which annually absorbs about 25% of funds under the FS—indicates a significant
differentiation in the percentage of total funds engaged by municipalities of individual regions in
subsequent years and the persistence of these discrepancies throughout the entire studied period
(Figure 8). In as many as 11 regions, the share of expenditure on culture and protection of national
heritage usually fluctuated below 30% of total expenditure from the FS, while only in one (08), it
oscillated within 50% of expenditure. When analysing the spatial distribution, it should be pointed
out that the largest share of FS expenditure in the discussed area was recorded in the western Poland
voivodships (02, 08, 16, 30, and 32). On the other hand, one cannot ignore the fact that, in most regions,
the inhabitants of the vast majority of municipalities implementing expenditure from the FS included
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tasks in this field in the proposals to the FS (Figure 9). Only in the FS of municipalities of voivodships
12 and 18, one can observe much less occurrence of this type of expenditure in the entire analysed
period. From the point of view of the differences in the significance of this direction of expenditure for
the inhabitants of rural and urban-rural municipalities, it is visible that, only in voivodships 18, 20,
and 24, there are significant differences between these two types of municipalities, with a significantly
higher percentage of Solecki funds in municipal-rural voivodships 18 and 20 included expenditure
on culture and protection of national heritage, and that, in voivodship 24, it occurred more often in
rural municipalities.
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Municipal services and environmental protection are yet another area of involvement of funds
under Solecki funds. In the case of this direction of expenditure, one can also notice significant
differences between individual regions in the scale of spending (Figure 10), with a similar level of
interest of residents of this type of expenditure throughout the country (Figure 11). From the point
of view of differences between rural and urban-rural municipalities, definitely a smaller percentage
of rural municipalities (over 10%) in regions 06, 08, 12, 16, and 22 takes into account expenditure in
this area within the Solecki funds. It can therefore be assumed that there are differences between
regions in the scale of needs reported by residents and that the Solecki funds give the local community
the opportunity to adjust the scale and direction of spending.
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The physical culture section is the fourth in the order of participation in the disbursed funds
under FS. Considering the significance of this spending area for residents, we can see that, also in this
group of spending, there are some differences between regions. In most of them, the percentage of
expenditure on physical culture does not exceed 10% FS, usually oscillating around 5% (Figure 12).
At the same time, it should be noted that, only in four voivodships, it significantly exceeded 10% of
the expenditure (02, 08, 16, and 22) (Figure 13).
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The last of the expenditure directions included in the analysis is public safety and fire protection.
In the case of these expenditures from FS, we are dealing with a relatively small scale of their share in
the expenditure of Solecki funds. It oscillates within 5% of the total expenditure; however, there are
significant differences in the regional system. Municipalities of southeastern Poland (06, 10, 24, and 26)
have a much higher share of expenditure under the FS for these tasks (Figure 14). At the same time,
60% to 80% of municipalities in all regions carried out tasks in this field under the FS (Figure 15). In
addition, strong polarization is visible into regions in which much greater needs of residents in this
area were reported in rural (02, 04, 12, 24, 28, and 32) and rural-urban (10, 18, and 22) municipalities.
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Based on the analysis of data from 2018 and on the previous detailed analysis of individual areas
of spending the funds, it can be seen that (similarly to previous years) there were significant differences
in the scale of funding commitment in the five main spending directions of the FS in individual
regions. (Figure 16). It seems important that each region had its own specificity of the structure of FS
expenditure, which speaks for the universality of the FS as a form of participatory budget. Of course,
the aggregation of data at the level of regions is a generalization; however, it should be noted that
previous analyses showed significant similarities in the scale and directions of spending funds under
FS within individual voivodships.
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The last element of the analysis stemming from an attempt to obtain a more complete picture
of the allocation directions is an indication of the detailed spending directions which dominated
the expenses within the FS, reported by residents. Therefore, in the area of transport and
communications, the main streams of funds were allocated by residents to municipal roads (Table 5)
since, according to the nominal approach, these expenses accounted for about 90% of transport and
communications expenses every year. In the case of culture and protection of national heritage,
the inhabitants chose primarily projects involving funds in the activities of cultural institutions: houses
and cultural centres, club rooms, and clubs (between 60% and 70% of expenditure). It should be
stated that expenses for “other activities” related primarily to the implementation of events and
occasional meetings in the municipality have been gaining importance. On the other hand, in the case
of municipal services and environmental protection, expenditure on actions aimed at improving
the natural environment, at maintaining greenery in municipalities, and at improving safety through
new investments in lighting of squares, streets, and bridges was perceived as a priority. In the area
of public safety, residents chose tasks related to the support of volunteer fire brigades (purchase of
equipment, means of transport, and renovation of facilities). In terms of physical culture, the choices
of residents were varied; however, two main streams of resource allocation can be distinguished:
construction and maintenance of sports facilities in the municipality and cofinancing of activities in
the field of organizing sporting events in the commune.

Table 5. Spending directions which dominated the expenses within the FS (%).

600 921 900 754 926

Year Roads Cultural
Institutions Other Lightning Maintaining

Greenery

Ari
Pollution
Protection

Volunteer
Fire

Brigades

Sport
Facilities

Sport
Events

2010 88.6 71.4 20.4 26.9 14.1 51.0 93.7 35.0 22.1
2011 89.9 71.2 21.2 27.7 13.4 51.6 91.1 34.0 20.0
2012 90.3 67.7 24.2 27.5 15.7 50.7 90.6 36.6 21.5
2013 90.3 66.7 24.8 28.3 16.9 48.8 92.0 37.9 20.7
2014 89.2 65.8 25.9 32.3 17.9 43.6 91.9 35.9 21.5
2015 89.0 65.5 26.5 34.7 16.0 44.5 92.7 37.7 18.7
2016 88.8 62.4 28.7 37.0 15.4 43.1 93.4 35.6 18.7
2017 89.5 61.6 29.6 37.8 16.0 42.4 92.5 35.6 18.2
2018 88.0 61.5 29.6 41.1 15.7 39.1 93.8 38.2 16.1

5. Conclusions

Detailed analysis of the functioning of the Solecki funds as one of the forms of participatory
budget in Poland in rural areas conducted in the article indicates several important issues related to
the adopted model of the functioning of the Solecki funds as a form of PB.

First of all, the article indicates that the adopted concept of legal empowerment of the Solecki fund
institutions creates a clear framework for its functioning, which undoubtedly promotes the transparency
of decisions on spending funds by the residents. At the same time, it guarantees a uniform legal
framework for the participation of small local communities, characteristic of rural areas, in managing
part of municipal expenditure.

Secondly, on the basis of the analysis, it can be concluded that, despite the existing legal regulations,
the introduction of the Solecki fund undoubtedly depends on the political will of the local government's
legislative authorities and on the willingness of residents to participate in decisions on spending
directions. From the point of view of self-governance and independence of the commune, this solution
should be assessed very positively because, despite the fact that we are dealing here with a regulation
shaping the FS institution from above, the freedom to make decisions is left to the commune. This is
undoubtedly an important indication for other countries of a solution satisfactory to local authorities
with a kind of unification of the system of participatory budgets. This part of the article undoubtedly
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constitutes a substantial contribution to the discussion on the legitimacy of the use of national legal
regulations when introducing a participatory budget.

Thirdly, the FS formula presented in the article has highlighted the possibility of using incentive
mechanisms to introduce participatory budgets in the form of refinancing part of local government
expenditure from the state budget, which can undoubtedly have an impact on the willingness of local
authorities to entrust some decision-making competences to residents. It is therefore an indication of
the possibility of indirect influence of national authorities on increasing the scale of PB processes at
the local level.

Subsequently, the article demonstrates that the adopted formula of linking the scope of tasks
that can be implemented from the participatory budget (here, the Solecki fund) with the catalogue
of the commune's own tasks, and the reservation that, as a result of the task, the quality of life of
the residents must improve has caused the implementation of tasks from the Solecki fund to fit
into the concept of “SDG locality” in rural areas. It can therefore be concluded that the SF fits into
the objectives (indicated in the introduction to the paper) target 16.7 of SDG 16 (ensure responsive,
inclusive, participatory, and representative decision-making at all levels) and target 11.3 (sustainable
human settlement planning and management) as the two most relevant in the context of PB use
by LRGs.

Last but not least, the review of diversification of the scale and directions of expenditure of Solecki
funds in the regional system with division into urban-rural and rural municipalities highlighted in
the article the flexibility of the adopted solution and the possibility of adjusting it to the preferences of
local communities in rural areas. Research results also clearly show the growing popularity of FS in
rural areas.

Given the purpose of the article, which is to indicate the role of the FS in the implementation
of SDGs by municipalities, it seems that the potential of the FS is not fully utilized. The current
scale of funds foreseen for the expenses of the FS means that, if several projects are submitted under
the “village meeting”, most of them may not be implemented. On the other hand, project proposals
not considered should be presented to the commune council as information on the needs of residents
and used when planning expenses from the municipality budget. It could be an additional function of
the FS: informing about the significant needs of residents. Another issue is the practical limitation
of FS spending on individual activities that may have little impact on improving their quality of life.
The right direction seems to be a gradual increase in the scale of funds under the FS, enabling residents
to influence the whole of tasks related to recreational areas: maintaining cleanliness, maintaining green
areas, as well as investing in part of road and sewage and regulating road traffic. A severe barrier that
may appear is the low level of citizen involvement of participation processes indicated in the part of
the research devoted to FS, resulting, among others, from inadequate knowledge of FS procedures (need
for education processes); the complexity of these procedures (need of simplification of the procedure);
and frequent decision-making during one meeting at which projects are presented, discussed, and
voted on. The solution to this problem could be introducing the obligation to have a several-stage
project selection procedure, spread over time (submitting projects with discussion, discussion, and
voting). The last issue is the problem of not being able to assess the impact of expenditure under the SF
on improving the quality of life of residents. Information on the implementation of projects under
the CFs available in the databases only pertains to the financial aspect, which translates into a high
degree of generalization of the research conclusions.

The above studies also encountered significant limitations. It should be noted that, due to the very
wide scope of municipalities in Poland and the large number of municipalities overal, the data have
been aggregated to the size enabling them to be compared in the regional system and in relation to
the most important categories of expenditure, which to some extent limits the possibilities of in-depth
analysis. The research did not use advanced methods of statistical analysis because it was not intended
to indicate the factors determining the use of FS institutions by municipalities (such studies can be
found in the work of Olejniczak and Bednarska-Olejniczak [86], where the authors analysed the impact
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of the refinancing mechanism and the level of income of the municipality on the use of FS by it).
Yet another important limitation in the analysis is the lack of qualitative research: interviews with
local leaders and municipal authorities and which interviews would allow to assess the premises and
barriers in making decisions about the introduction of Solecki funds and about the disadvantages of
the discussed solution. Research in this area will be a continuation of the ongoing research project.

Despite these restrictions, the presented article clearly indicates the importance of Solecki funds
as an instrument supporting the achievement of SGDs goals whilst filling the research gap regarding
the functioning of participatory budgets in rural areas. The carried-out analysis undoubtedly constitutes
a contribution to the discussion on solutions acceptable in various countries in the field of participatory
budgets in rural areas as well as on the legitimacy of introducing top-down legal regulations regarding
participatory budgets. The presented research results also constitute an empirical contribution to
the research on the collective needs of rural residents.
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