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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to establish a framework and reasonable benchmark standards for launching 
grassroots m-Governance interventions. The study will interrogate the strategies and specific technologies 
that have proven to yield good results; and the role of the grassroots champion is highlighted. The study 
furthermore seeks to uncover the preferences and/or indifferences of communities in tension to “development 
projects”. It is understood that the notion of “community” refers to the “participant community” within the 
geo-social setting of the project. M-Governance typically involves the following considerations, namely - (1) 
transforming government services onto mobile platforms; (2) providing infrastructure and access via mobile 
technologies; (3) providing mobile applications for field workers to bring services to the community; and (4) 
providing flexible, smart and interactive informational and other services to the consumer. This study focuses 
almost exclusively on the latter. There is a huge body of knowledge extolling the merits of ICT4D, e-
governance and m-Governance projects. This study will draw from this body of knowledge but focus 
particularly, but not exclusively, on the people aspects of these cases. This is an exploratory study with an 
emancipator agenda. Critical analysis is therefore central to the data analysis and information synthesis. 
Data collection on the state of the e-governance discipline will be conducted via literature study. Data 
collection on the role of the grassroots champion will draw from the experiences of the founder of the 
Reconstructed Living Laboratory (RLabs). This study seeks to establish a value and performance framework 
for unfunded or poorly funded grassroots m-Governance projects. 

Keywords: Community in Tension, grassroots champion, ICT4D, G-governance. 
 

1. Introduction 
The deployment of m-Governance strategies for promoting the interests of communities in tension could be a 
very complex proposition. The requirement for launching even a basic service will necessitate infrastructure 
provision, government commitment, and community resourcing for participation. The sustainability of the 
venture will of course depend on the perceived value proposition of the intervention. Within a community in 
tension there are probably many competing interests for resources both at a community and government level.  
 
This paper explores varies Information Communication Technology for Development (ICT4D) m-
Governance projects highlighting particular factors contributing to its success at intervention. It also explodes 
the notion of community projects operating within a tension environment and the Founder of RLabs providing 
insights on how it’s succeeded within the community of Athlone. ICT4D essentially means to draw from 



literature first [1] to enhance the outlook on the path forward oppose to self discovery of steps during an 
endeavour.   

2. Background 
The literature abounds with ICT4D, e-governance and m-Governance case studies which detail their 
intervention success factors. Many of the reported cases however relate to funded projects.  
 
This study specifically explores the role of the “grassroots champion” operating within an unfunded or poorly 
funded context. It is proposed that the “grassroots champion” is central to the success of the project and 
(initially) takes on several roles in forging the viability and sustainability of the project. These roles might 
include that of project manager, community liaison, and software developer.  
 
This study will focus on viability and sustainability considerations and delineates the various essential roles 
and milestones that are required for successful project delivery. An interesting aspect of the study is the 
introduction of the notion of “surrogate government or governance” involvement where intermediary 
functionality simulates government services through third party services within an information portal. The m-
Governance engagement therefore runs parallel to the mainstream government service provision. 

3. Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to establish a framework and reasonable benchmark standards for launching 
grassroots m-Governance interventions. The study will interrogate the strategies and specific technologies that 
have proven to yield good results; and the role of the grassroots champion is highlighted. The study 
furthermore seeks to uncover the preferences and/or indifferences of communities in tension to “development 
projects”.  
 
It is understood that the notion of “community” refers to the “participant community” within the geo-social 
setting of the project. M-Governance typically involves the following considerations, namely - (1) 
transforming government services onto mobile platforms; (2) providing infrastructure and access via mobile 
technologies; (3) providing mobile applications for field workers to bring services to the community; and (4) 
providing flexible, smart and interactive informational and other services to the consumer. This study focuses 
almost exclusively on the latter. 

4. Literature Study 
The literature below discusses the underpinnings themes within this paper.  

4.1. m-Governance - The novelty of mobile governance 
M-Governance describes the collaborations with stakeholders to guide decision making [2] and control by the 
utilization of the mobile infrastructure specifically mobile phones. M-Governance is undermined by 
inadequate understanding of the context environment, government agencies support and the adolescent stage 
of m-Governance strategies intervention as a whole. 
 
The great importance of mobile governance strategies aims to improve on the existing e-governance strategies 
and - in addition, capitalize on a “mobile community” which is bound on using their mobile devices as their 
first and/or only choice. The mobile community is one of the biggest emerging markets. Sub-Saharan Africa 



Mobile Observatory [3] says South Africa in particular; in relation to other African countries, has showed a 
penetration level of 123% supporting over 50 million connections in 2012. 
 

4.2. Community Informatics - in respect to “development projects” 
According to Parker et al [4, 5] the term “development projects” simple put (typically) follows a top-down 
approach to address a particular problems within a community. Walton and Heeks [6] describe the underlying 
problem with embarking on top-down approach is the level of community participation in the initial stage. 
Community Informatics approach makes a clear distinction by understanding what the community interests 
are and what potential applications could be built to address those problems [5]. 

4.3. Communities in tension 
Bridgetown is an area located in Athlone; Western Cape, South Africa. It is said to be a community in tension 
[7]. Parker et al [7] and describes a tensioned community as one that is in a state of “instability”. 
Communities within these “tension”-areas; also know as Communities in Tension (CiT) describes a situation 
by highlighting four particular factors halts improving the state stability within the community. These four 
factors include economic development – income inequality. South Africa has the highest levels of social 
inequality [8] compared with other BRICS countries namely; Brazil, Russia, India, China. Furthermore more 
than half South Africa’s population is living in severe poverty [9]. The third factor considers South Africa’s 
educational importance. The fourth factor deals with the use of the technology and its effective use to address 
the above mentioned factors. A local champion or “grassroots champion” could be described as someone or a 
group of people or local organization that serves as a liaison best to represents a community's needs [5]. 

4.4. m-Governance projects success factors 
Below describes certain cases where m-Governance was implemented with success. Each case highlights key 
factors deployed within a developing country with a key interest on milestones and context environment. 

4.4.1. M-PESA - How Kenyans perpetuated mobile finance 
A Kenyans pilot project turned commercial addresses the mobile consumer community with the ability to 
micro-finance. M-PESA is a “mobile tool” [10] which allows for mobile payments through the use of SMS 
technology on the mobile phone. Marvelled as a success; M-PESA , is an example of mobile technology 
intervention whereby user adoption grew so significantly it’s regarded as world leaders in mobile money 
transfers [3] and most successful phone-based financial service [11]. Factors contributing to M-PESA 
adoption were the high cost of alternative e-payment facilities and lack of support from regular banks to reach 
people in rural areas contributed to the many users signing up [11]. Understanding the market provided a 
great opportunity and opportune business ‘gap’ to introduce to the public. If it wasn’t without a partnership 
between Safaricom M-PESA won’t have expanded at the rate they did [12]. 

4.4.2. Cape Gateway Development 
The Cape Gateway Development (CGD) projects have been developing with intent to address e-government 
services to the Western Cape provincial government [13]. There is a hesitation on developing systems that 
might alienates potential uses [13] - implying mobile infrastructure. CGD has got the Western Cape 
government background for implementing e-government services, however mobile is a keen interest and is 
begging the questions on when it will be implemented in the CGD services. 

5. Methodology 



This study seeks to establish a value and performance framework for unfunded or poorly funded grassroots 
m-Governance projects. 

 
Figure 1. Methodology 

 
The methodology established for this paper highlights three particular features; namely a literature study, 
Interviews sessions and the analysis of the findings.  

5.1. “Stage 1” - Literature Study 
Literature Study will provide understanding around m-Governance strategies short listing requirements and 
factors that contributed their success. The literature will serve as secondary data providing a basic 
understanding of how interventions were deployed and providing knowledge around terms such as 
“communities in tension” and “champion” would be explained. Five people that work at RLabs were 
interviewed. One interviewee was the Founder and the other interviewee holds leadership roles in RLabs. 

5.2. “Stage 2” - Interviews 
The literature will provide the background to the construction of questions to asked community members and 
the founder of RLabs. Interviews will be recorded so to draw further analysis afterwards. Interviews will be 
conducted in a semi-structured manner with predetermined question which would be constructed with help 
from the literature [14]. While open-ended interviewers provides plenty of understanding around someone’s 
views and ideas, semi-structured interviews tries to stick within a “line of inquiry” keeping interviews more 
focused but less formal [14].  

5.3. Interview Rationale 
Interviews were further broken down into two sections whereby community members and the founder of 
RLabs were asked separate questions.  



Community members were asked around following providing reference to community engagement; 
● Establishing how people come across - or hear of, RLabs within the community. 
● What their understanding were around the term “grassroots champion” / or whether they heard about 

it before. 
The founder of RLabs was asked specific questions that related to how RLabs was formed and sustained 
within a community setting;  

● Exposing the steps the organization has taken with respect to role players and strategic partnerships. 
● Their use of technology and applying it in the community to alleviate social inequalities. 
● How to address sustainability being an NGO in a tensioned environment. 

 
 
“Stage 3” - Analysis  
The findings will provide a richer understanding of context. Findings will be categorized and key topics will 
be highlighted and discussed. 

6. Results 
The results were categorized and grouped according to the above mentioned themes. 

6.1. Grassroots Champion 
The terms “Grassroots champion” were described as meaning the following; 

1. The expression “down to earth” and “leads by example” as among the expressions best describes an 
approachable character(s) that is a leader within a community.  

2. A community member said “...he [Marlon Parker] has this thing that he doesn’t say no” and a 
grassroots champion does not see problems but “an opportunity to do something”. ‘Something’ 
implying to proceed in a manner that potentially alleviates community problems. 

3. “Relatability” among community members; “how he [Marlon Parker] made things happen for 
himself” provided the understanding that the founder’s story help inspire other community members. 
This statement helped provide understanding that the founder’s story induced in this particular 
community member a self reflexive process of their own circumstance within environment. 

4. Champion Sustainability; the founder described a grassroots champion as being someone that would 
drive a community initiative within the context of that community. It was important to note that 
community members often made a note of a grassroots champion not necessarily someone with 
educational background but is someone that is willing to empower the next person to learn new skills 
– “creating a culture learning” one community member mentions.  

6.2. Governmental services 
Community members highlighted potential mobile governmental services which they see potential on using. 
These services included; 

Table 1. Potential m-services 

Potential m-Service Details 

Housing Projects ● Providing access to information. 
● Housing applications. 
● Transparency; communication between applicants to eventual home owner. 
● Information should be localised. 



Newsletters ● Local news provided to members via their mobile phone.  
● Information should be localised. 

Children Safety ● Social workers to check up on children's school attendance. 
● Providing access to parents on the whereabouts of their children. 

Refusal Removal ● A community member shares that dirt bins has a street value of R350. A system that displays 
arrival times of refusal trucks to avoid bins been put out too early and potentially stolen. 

6.3. Technological  
The founder mentions that without the use of technology RLabs wouldn't have existed. “Technology was an 
enabler” and a “catalyst to change” in contrast to “being consumers” of technology the founder adds. A 
community member suggests building a Mxit application. “Mxit is simply an application that you open on 
your phone, and you log in and begin chatting” [15] additionally it’s a platform which allows information 
provision portals to be used within Mxit. Another member from the community points out that libraries and 
community centres are still the first place to find information and proposed build a physical device with 
buttons that plays audio clips about a particular information that government and local municipality provides 
i.e. police, ambulance and hospital information. The point eventually come out that many people do not have 
smart phones and “…we are talking about not just about youth, you know…youth access things differently 
but we talking about the older group” community member adds. 

7. Discussion 
Below are discussions that arose from the interview sessions.  

7.1. The misguided approach 
It this case, a formulation of a m-Governance strategy if it were to be created within South Africa using a 
“generic” [5] ICT4D approach, community interests would be researched often using indirect [16] channels. 
The approach taken by RLabs was no more an approach but an approach which emerged from the 
community. Referred to as a “community driven approach” [4] whereby its initiation and sustainability was 
broad on by asking the community what interested them and address concerns which in this case helped 
create; a technological intervention, a system that tries and alleviate the Drug Abuse within the community. 
 
The underlying difference is when this initiative started there was no project and no approach to begin with. 
Community Informatics philosophy’s however was fulfilled more so than an ICT4D agenda was - which were 
instructed on bridging the ‘digital gap’. Gurstein [5] supplies his perspective on technology contributing to 
innovation; within a community, should be brought on by community members and not be implemented 
(forcefully) in a community as a solution. 

7.2. Strategic partners for sustainability 
Not a new notion but context will differ. The purpose of this study were to understanding the importance of 
understanding why RLabs stood out as a NGO operating within an environment whereby its community were 
said to be operating with instabilities [7]. RLabs like M-PESA spent time establishing a presence before 
proceeding to the next stage of its development. M-PESA acquired strategic alliances with regular banks as 
well as Safaricom. RLabs sought appropriate partners to address community concerns and formed from an 
established presence within the community. When it came to the notion of sustainability there were three 
aspects that stood out;  



1. Strategy partners to solve particular community problems. The founder shares key roles players such as 
Impact Direct, Finnish Foreign Minister, Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT).  All partners 
however brought a level of expertise around understanding environment. 

2. Offering entrepreneurial courses with co-ownership; RLabs will invest in potential business ideas that 
would emerge from the community and when that business becomes successful a portion is given back 
into RLabs. 

3. Social franchise; Franchising propagates the social model which RLabs had engineered to other 
developing countries. Sustainability here is not so much funding - provided there are partners willing to 
provide support, but to establish a brand awareness of social impact and community interest in other parts 
of the world. 

 

8. Conclusion 
There is currently no m-Governance strategy for communities in tension. Research provides the ideal conduit 
for accessing information on the research environment; however it merely takes a few minutes with 
community members to understand what appropriate services would be feasible and important to address. 
Sustaining a community’s interests with the use of technology - not exclusively mobile infrastructure, and not 
exclusive one partner, is important to establish with regards to approaches to implementing future m-
Governance strategies. 
 
There was a strong emphasis that a grassroots champion is someone who exists and lives in a community and 
is willing to give back to the community the skills they learnt. Community members provided incited with 
regards to accessing information which did not always include mobile devices. Transparency is still a factors 
as well as localising content to suit appropriateness of content is mentioned in literature and its evidence that 
the findings bears such aspects of uncovering what communities needs from government.  
 
It was the researcher’s a priori perspective that a Government to Citizen (G2C) approach should’ve been 
understood to be the most appropriate method of a system following a top-down understanding serving to 
implement particular governmental service via mobile. It’s now the researcher’s perspective that an 
intervention at grassroots level should be implemented with a bottom-up approach perspective looking 
towards a Citizen to Government (C2G) system whereby new services should be broad on by a community 
and communicated to local government.  

8.1. What's next? 
This paper is by no means the end but merely an attempt to uncover the understanding of the Athlone, Cape 
Town area. The findings will be expanded on in the future furthermore time restrictions on the analysis of 
primary data have shortened the discussion. The researcher is currently working on a C2G application; called 
miGOx, which provides users on the Mxit platform the opportunity to comment around several governmental 
services in the form of closed-ended questions providing incite on mobile community.  
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