David Fellows 

For two years about a dozen members of the Knowsley Council finance department helped to develop the capacity of the Department of Local Government of the North West Province of South Africa. 

This covers a former ‘homeland’ territory bordering on Botswana, Namibia.

The province’s government was intent on meeting public expectations for service improvement and wanted to develop its staff for this challenge. 

It also faced a spate of retirements as the closing date for a civil service early retirement scheme approached.

Most of our work centred on support for the development of a strong financial service culture and its practical application to front line service delivery. 

The issues were mainly those of accounting, budgeting, budgetary control, and internal audit. The improvement objectives were similar to those of any public body in the UK. 

There are a range of local authorities, with which the provincial government had a variety service and support relationships and accountabilities. 

Some were in extreme financial difficulties. There were also close dependencies between the central government and the provinces. Inevitably, grant funding was a key issue, as was debt recovery. Good communication and understanding between these bodies was clearly of critical importance and reorganisation seemed necessary.

In addition to professional financial issues, one of our key tasks was to help staff gain the confidence to carry out the necessary improvements. 

The project came about when Liverpool University Department of Public Administration won a contract from the Department for International Development to deliver capacity development support to province. It engaged Knowsley Council to help, and the finance element became a substantial part of this. 

DfID paid for expenses and a contribution to staffing costs. Much staff time was given without financial recompense and limited additional costs were easily justified by the opportunities offered for learning. 

The work pattern involved visits by Knowsley staff to South Africa, to agree priorities and to work with local staff on assignments.

Work programmes were then agreed for both Knowsley and South African staff for the time when Knowsley staff were back in the UK, with the two groups keeping in touch through the internet.

Some Knowsley finance staff provided support but did not travel to South Africa.  

The university provided a programme coordinator who was particularly useful at the outset in detailing the wider context and providing us with useful contacts. 

I helped prepare work schedules, review materials, establish key relationships at the outset and provided support as necessary. 

As part of the general support given through the project we started to deliver well-received CIPFA-based courses on finance for non-finance managers and on presentation skills courses.  

The individual responsibilities of the Knowsley finance staff were considerable. 

On visits to South Africa things were not always as expected for reasons not always easy to identify in long distance exchanges. This meant that sometimes material and activities prepared in Knowsley had to be reworked on the spot at short notice. 

Almost all of CIPFA’s concepts of best practice proved relevant; UK audit materials were readily applicable. 

It was remarkable how the financial service objectives and practical problems faced were so similar between the UK and the province and how readily these issues could be discussed in depth, despite the huge differences in context. 

The project improved the awareness of Knowsley staff of best practice and their familiarity with training materials, and gave everyone an opportunity to use mentoring and presentation skills.

There were also lessons of delegation and teamwork. Knowsley team members had opportunities to extend themselves.

Participants undoubtedly enjoyed the experience, and perhaps this was for all of us an opportunity to reflect on how readily one could gain close working relationships with those whose backgrounds were very different. 

The subsequent review by the South African government and DfID was highly positive.

It is though difficult to say for certain that two years of support activity was enough to have a sustained impact on capacity development, given the continuing changes in personnel in the provincial local government department and different imperatives arising from government decisions.

Judgement, professional knowledge, the sharing of ideas, teamwork, coaching, leadership and the exercise of responsibility are all tested in such projects. 

To a CIPFA member this sort of challenge can provide invaluable career experience, so long as there is wholehearted commitment to the realisation of benefits for the development partner.
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