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Introduction 

This is a concept paper by the Public Service Commission (PSC) to undertake study visits on 

the bureaucratic underpinnings of a DS to China, Malaysia, Mauritius and Botswana. 

 

The South African Government has committed itself to building a developmental state (DS). A 

key feature of a developmental state is strong institutions, or an efficient and effective 

bureaucracy. The organisational structures and rules of the institutions in a DS enable it to act 

authoritatively and in a binding fashion so as to achieve its goals and objectives. It is generally 

recognized that one of the main institutional attributes of a DS is its ‘autonomy’. Indicators of 

autonomy include meritocratic recruitment, career paths for civil servants, insulation of 

bureaucratic elites from direct political pressure (which also speaks to the administrative and 

political interface), and the existence of a ‘super-ministry’  managed by professional and 

competent civil servants. A professional, prestige-laden and competent public service is one of 

the main determinants of a DS’s capacity. It accounts for the performance of developmental 

states.  In contrast, the absence of these institutional attributes account for the inability of states 

to promote the structural transformation of their economies and to provide public goods like 

health, education and security.  

 

Cognizant of the above, the Public Service Commission (PSC) as the constitutional body 

entrusted with responsibilities to investigate, monitor, evaluate, propose measures, give 

directives, report and advise on the organisation and administration of the public service, the 

personnel practices, and the effective and efficient performance of the public service, the 

Commission is initiating a process to better understand the concept of the DS and the public 

service and administration that underpin it. In light of this, the Commission is undertaking a 

research and policy initiative that will enable it to forge a common understanding of a DS and its 
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bureaucratic underpinnings so as to fulfill its constitutional mandate, including providing advice 

to Parliament, Ministers and users of its products on public administration matters.  

 

To achieve its goal, the PSC will examine the current public administration in South Africa (SA), 

including the regulatory framework and nature and character of administrative leadership, from 

the lens of DS theory.  This exercise would have a comparative dimension by examining the 

public service and administration, as well as public service leadership, that underpinned DSs 

elsewhere. Thereafter it will examine and review the current public administration within SA.  

Based on this comparative analysis and review, the Commission will then make substantive 

proposals on the organisational structures, rules, ethos and leadership requirements that should 

underpin the  South African public service for it to become a DS.  

 

The Cases – China, Malaysia, Mauritius and Botswana 

The PSC’s delegation will visit China, Malaysia, Mauritius and Botswana. All are labeled as 

DSs, or at least display characteristics of the DS that are worth studying. 

 

China is chosen as one of the countries that the delegation will visit because it is one of the 

most renowned DS in the world. Its remarkable economic performance from the 1970s has 

focused global attention on the DS as a framework for development. Furthermore, the Chinese 

experience has received considerable attention of scholars and policy makers for decades, and 

therefore should be included in a study tour of this nature. The delegation should not just note 

China’s unprecedented economic expansion that has been noteworthy but also the manner in 

which it has been achieved, which have set it apart amongst the successful economies apart, 

and which has given it a wider significance in debates about economic development and public 

policy.  

 

The Malaysian case is chosen because it shared some common characteristics with SA – 

heterogeneity in terms of race, ethnicity and religion.  Both countries after independence 

introduced affirmative action policies in all facets of society – economy, politics and public 

administration. Because of these commonalities, SA has much to learn from the Malaysian 

experience of building a capable, professional and competent public administration. The 

Malaysian case will enable the PSC’s delegation to gain insight into how the country has been 

able to ensure meritocratic recruitment while promoting affirmative action in the public service.   
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There is limited information regarding developmental states in Africa, mainly because 

experiences and learning are not recorded. Mauritius is seen as one of the most successful 

economies in Africa, with a developmental model adopted from the East Asian countries. 

Botswana on the other hand, is regarded as the country with the world’s best rate of economic 

growth. Therefore, Botswana and Mauritius are selected as part of the study to gather 

information and understanding pertaining to the approaches and/or models within these 

countries. 

 

Organisations and People to visit 

The delegation will interact with senior officials, (preferably top most officials) of the Malaysian 

Public Service Commission1, the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) of 

China and their equivalents in Mauritius and Botswana. In addition, in each country the 

delegation will interact with other government ministries that have any role in setting the policies 

and regulations of the public service.  As examples, in Malaysia, the delegation will interact with 

the Public Service Department (PSD)2 and the Malaysian Administrative Modernisation and 

Management Planning Unit (MAMPU)3. 

 

These interactions with the Commissions and other ministries would enable the delegation to 

have an understanding of the policies and regulations governing the public service in these 

countries. To gain insights into the actual practice of civil service and leadership that 

underpinned the public service in these countries, the delegation will also interact with selected 

ministries. Because developmental states have different sets of capacities, namely 

transformative capacity, that is capacity to effect structural transformation of the economy; and 

redistributive capacities, which are capacities to expand human capabilities (and consequently 

reduction of poverty and inequality), it is important that the delegation select a ministry each that 

deals with the economic and one that deal with social issues, such as Education and Treasury. 

In light of this, the delegation will interact with senior officials of the Ministries responsible for 

Economic Development/Industry, and the Ministries of Education in the selected countries. 

 

                                                           
1 Source http://www.spa.gov.my/

 
2 Source http://www.jpa.gov.my/ 

3 Source http://www.mampu.gov.my/ 

http://www.jpa.gov.my/
http://www.mampu.gov.my/
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Furthermore, in Malaysia, it is important that the delegation interacts with the Economic 

Planning Unit in the Prime Minister’s office, given that it is the agency responsible for overall 

planning and coordination.  

 

In all these countries, the delegation will interact with scholars that work on public service and 

administration and those that conduct research pertaining to ’state and development‘. 

Engagement with scholars during the visits would be important because they are likely to 

provide a more critical outlook than public officials about public policy, and the working of 

bureaucracies in these countries.   Their insights would be valuable for the PSC in drawing the 

relevant lessons for SA.  

 

The aim in interacting with the aforementioned ministries, agencies and scholars is to enable 

the delegation to understand  

a) The nature of bureaucracy, its professionalisation, its centralisation, its formalisation (the 

rules it operates under) and the manner in which top bureaucrats are recruited and 

appointed. 

b) The recruitment procedures,  

c) The nature of the relationship between the political leadership and the administrative 

leaders,  

d) Procedures for civil servants to move from one rank to another (procedures for promotion, if 

any), and  

e) Incentives to attract and retain staff, etc.   

On the basis of the comparative experiences as well as review of the SA situation, the PSC will 

make proposals on the nature and character of a developmental public service and its 

administrative leadership that should underpin a DS in our country.   

 

Composition of the Delegation 

It is proposed that the delegation be comprised of Commissioners overseeing the DS project, 

the consultant appointed by the PSC, and two (2) officials from the Monitoring and Evaluation 

Branch. The inclusion of Commissioners is to ensure that the PSC is represented at the 

appropriate levels. Their insights from the study visit will place them in position to drive any 

proposed policy recommendation that will emanate from this project. Furthermore, their 

participation will give the delegation greater credibility in engaging with senior officials in the 

three countries.  
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Timeframe of study visits: One week in each country 

To maximize the study visits, it is proposed that the delegation should spend one week in each 

country.  

 

Structure of Engagement 

To achieve the desired outcome of the study visits, a workshop format is proposed. This will 

enable our host to make presentations on their experiences and for the delegation to follow-up 

with questions for further clarification and for more details.  It is important that the delegation 

meet with each constituency separately. As an example, meetings with scholars should be 

separated from meeting with government officials. Similarly, meetings with the PSCommissions 

should be separated from line ministries.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the study visits to China, Malaysia, Mauritius and Botswana will enable the 

delegation to interact with the Public Service Commissions’ counterparts in these countries, 

government ministries responsible for policies and regulations of the public service, and 

economic planning, academics and renowned researchers.  It is important that we liaise directly 

with the relevant counterparts to assist us to set up meetings with the relevant people, agencies 

and organisations. Additionally, we should liaise with the embassies of these countries to set-up 

the meetings.            


