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DEVELOPMENT 
Imraan Buccus

As we approach local government 
elections, much of the talk will turn 
to the importance of voting — and 
approaches to development at the 
local level. 

More and more people these days 
talk about bottom-up development.

It was ordinary people who built 
the mass struggles against apartheid. 
But we can trace many of our prob-
lems in post-apartheid South Africa 
to a lack of commitment to meaning-
ful, participatory, bottom-up devel-
opment — despite having the legal 
and other provisions in place.

People have been protesting 
against top-down development with 
even more vigour. But elites have 
often struggled to grasp this and 
have tended to label much of this 
anger at the exclusion of ordinary 
people as “service delivery” protests.

South Africans’ demand for a bot-
tom-up and democratic approach 
to development has, for many years, 
had a wider international reso-
nance. Development specialists have 
taken a critical look at top-down 
approaches and advocated more 
democratic models.

I n n o v a t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t o r y 
approaches in places such as 
Bolivia, Porto Allegre in Brazil, 
Kerala in India and Naga City in the 

Philippines are cited as evidence for 
the effectiveness of bottom-up mod-
els of social planning.

United States President Barack 
Obama spoke about bottom-up 
development during his election 
campaign several years ago. His cam-
paign for the Democratic Party nom-
ination often eschewed corporate 
support in favour of a grass-roots-up 
campaign. The fact that he was able 
to win the Democratic nomination 
on the back of the work of people in 
community organisations is testa-
ment to the power of people.

Increasingly, technocratic, top-
down development is being ques-
tioned and investigated more 
critically and the flaws of such a 
developmental approach are fast 
being exposed.

In recent years, Kerala was known 
to have extreme poverty, malnutri-
tion and high infant mortality rates. 

Later, when the state embarked on 
a model that was participatory and 
bottom-up, Kerala made mind-bog-
gling progress. Today, it has social 
development indicators that are 
comparable with Western Europe 
and North America.

With an academic interest in par-
ticipatory governance, I have sat in 
on conferences around the world 
where entire segments of the confer-
ence have been dedicated to “partici-
patory governance”. In Madagascar, 

where I attended a development con-
ference two weeks ago, participatory 
governance is high up on the civil 
society agenda. 

One begins to think that there 
just may be hope for a solid chal-
lenge to the technocratic, top-down 
approach to dealing with peoples’ 
development.

When it comes to bottom-up 
development, there are encouraging 
and fascinating models from India, 
Bangladesh, Brazil, Philippines and 
Mexico — and we have our own story 
to tell. 

South Africa has all the legislative 
and constitutive provisions in place, 
but we are not seeing a truly bottom-
up development. In principle, we are 
world leaders; in practice, we are 
way behind many countries.

It is a sad fact that in our country, 
despite all the good laws, opportu-
nities are very seldom created for 
affected groups to obtain informa-
tion on a proposed policy process, 

to reflect on proposals and options, 
articulate preferred options and 
mandate representatives to speak on 
their behalf, with measures created 
for accountability and feedback.

It is an equally sad fact that very 
often poor people’s movements have 
faced considerable repression when 
they try to access information and 
processes that are theirs by right in 
terms of law and policy.

It is critical to assess who partici-
pates in decision-making, and whose 
voice is heard, particularly at the 
local level. The relative inaccessibil-
ity of information on government 
decision-making and the resources 
and abilities required to engage in 
participatory processes result in 
the domination of such spaces by 
the elite and those with access to 
resources, such as select nongovern-
mental organisations, business and 
other similar interest groups.

NGOs are important but poor peo-
ples’ organisations and social move-
ments should not be excluded. Often 
this causes consternation among 
those who believe there are three 
sectors in society — government, 
business and civil society — and that 
participation simply means that all 
three sectors must be included.

But this model is deeply flawed. 
At times, they have very different 
modes of working, interests and 
constituencies.

Although most states expect partic-
ipation on their own terms, poor peo-
ple’s movements tend to be ignored 
and have come to be seen as social 
pariahs because they have opted to 
use the murky space of popular pro-
test, which is often confrontational. 
But this is where genuine grass-roots 
democracy is forged.

Today, the strong belief in social 
justice that has advanced organisa-
tions of the poor is much cloudier. 

South Africa has a great deal to 
learn from examples around the 
world, where grass-roots movements 
have been effectively involved at the 
local level, such as the  successes in 
involving street hawkers in Ghana 
and farmworkers in India. There 
is also a wide range of fascinating 
examples of participatory budgeting 
in Latin America.

Despite the negativities that some-
times come with international gath-
erings, somehow it also fills one with 
hope — that the chances are that the 
poor may just have a future after all.
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Bottom-up development must start taking root in South Africa
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T
hroughout the second 
half of 2015, United States 
presidential candidate 
Donald Trump embraced 
his Republican front- 

runner status: belittling his oppo-
nents with incendiary insults and 
selectively trolled poll data, while 
demonstrating a need for near-
complete control and an aversion 
for policy engagement. This is a 
man whose entire edifice — profes-
sional and political — is premised 
on #WINNING! Except that in Iowa 
he came second. 

Like a teetering Atlantic City 
casino, could the Iowa caucuses 
signal the beginning of the end for 
Trump’s insurgent primary contest? 
In a seething, anti-establishment 
field with ascendant Republican 
turnout, who would stand to gain 
most?

Poll data collated by Edison Media 
Research and published by various 
outlets paints a troubling picture 
of Trump’s Iowa base as he looks 
to build momentum towards New 
Hampshire and, ultimately, the 
Grand Old Party (GOP) convention 
in Cleveland.

Trump, somewhat infamously, 
eschewed the traditional flesh-press-

ing of Iowa campaigning, forego-
ing the intimacy of lowly town hall 
meetings littered with question-and-
answer sessions and policy detail in 
favour of rambunctious, carefully 
choreographed rallies.

At the intersection of Trump’s mes-
saging, rallying and social media 
presence exists a near-millennarian 
fervour: all hail the outsider with no 
experience of government or elected 
office (all the better), who sees it for 
what it is and calls the issues, and his 
opponents, for what they are. 

Trump has energised marginal, 
extreme and bigoted constituencies 
in the Republican base, while con-
currently mobilising would-be voters 
who have never participated in the 
primary contest before. 

“The Donald” won a plurality of 
first-time, irreligious and compara-
tively less-educated caucus-goers, 
a difficult set of constituencies to 
corral and augment in the absence 
of detailed policy, except — per-
haps — through a combination of 
anger, momentum and a sense of 
inevitability. 

In the absence of a substantive 
campaign, the problem with winning 
most first-time voters — and sustain-
ing support from fickle and extreme 
constituencies — is that your con-
tinued presence at or near the top of 

the results table necessarily depends 
on the reproduction of equivalent 
groups across all primary contests. 

Fellow contenders Ted Cruz and 
Marco Rubio, on the other hand, 
refined the Iowa playbook with 
sophisticated ground games. 

The quality of Cruz’s Get Out the 
Vote (GOTV) campaign — bizarrely 
dubbed “Project Oorlog” by his 
campaign, apparently because the 
Afrikaans word for “war” looked the 
coolest — is evident in the majorities 
he won across all age groups, self-
identifying Republicans, evangeli-
cals and experienced caucus-goers, 
whereas the nuance of Rubio’s stump 
message is reflected in his wooing of 
those caucus-goers who only decided 
who to support in the week prior to 
polls opening.

A week, so they say, is a long time in 
politics. The morning after Iowa, for-
mer Democratic congressman John 
Dingell ruefully tweeted: “Third is the 
new first. Second is the new last. And 
first is the same old crazy.” 

Although Iowan Republican cau-
cus-goers have famously backed 
winning losers in the past (includ-
ing evangelical Mike Huckabee in 
2008 and Catholic fundamental-
ist Rick Santorum in 2012), Trump, 
sandwiched between a sophisticated 
anti-establishment winner whom he 
was projected to defeat (Cruz) and a 
resurgent establishment candidate 
(Rubio), will have the most to prove — 
and potentially lose — in the coming 
days and weeks.

Trump is still best positioned to 
win in New Hampshire, but perhaps 
in diminished form. Rubio will be 
squeezed hard by the establishment 
minnows (Chris Christie, John Kasich 
and Jeb Bush) in New Hampshire, 
but appears to be pulling ahead of 
their scrum. 

To avoid unfavourable comparisons 
with Huckabee and Santorum, Cruz 
will need a strong short-term show-
ing. But if he plays his hand cleverly, 
opinion data suggests he is best posi-
tioned to benefit from any political 

refugees fleeing the Ben Carson and 
Trump camps.

With record turnout on the 
Republican side of the Iowa ballot, 
almost 70% of GOP caucus-goers 
supported anti-establishment candi-
dates. The Republican base is incan-
descent at the perceived indignities 
of Barack Obama’s tenure in the Oval 
Office, executive overreach and the 
quagmire of Washington, and — at 
least superficially — appear remark-
ably mobilised. 

It’s still a race for an anti- 
establishment candidate to lose. 
If Trump doesn’t continue to 
win, or, more accurately, WIN! 
TREMENDOUSLY!, the sheen of 
energy and possibility surrounding 
his candidacy is likely to dissipate 
and, like his Taj Mahal casino, all that 
will be left will be glittering hubris 
masking bankruptcy. 
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stumble just as 
race hots up?
Opinion polls suggest Ted Cruz may benefit most 
should the mogul suffer a slowdown in support

Long road: Donald Trump has lured first-time and less-educated voters to the polls, but he will have to  
replicate this in other primaries to have a shot at the Republican nomination. Photo: Jim Young/Reuters
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