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Abstract

This paper analyses the role of conveners in facilitating inter-organizational collaboration.  Consistent with previous research, the paper shows that conveners help overcome the obstacles frequent in inter-organizational collaboration processes.  It also further illustrates how their effectiveness depends on their credibility among the partners, their familiarity with the collaborative project and their being perceived as unbiased intermediaries.  Most interestingly, the paper advances our knowledge on conveners by suggesting that their behaviour is consistent with that common among “champions” of innovation.  They are likely to assume a leadership role and use influence politics, such as salesmanship, personal appeal, and persuasion.  These findings build on a case study of successful collaboration between two government agencies in South Africa.  We believe, however, that the findings are likely to apply to other types of organization, private and voluntary, and to other country contexts.

Introduction

Collaboration is supposed to increase the resources available for a project (Gray 1989), increase creativity (Hardy and Clegg 1996) and thus increase the likelihood of the successful development and implementation of projects involving multiple organizations (Jennings and Krane 1994).  It does not always work that way, and more often than not collaboration results in inefficient use of resources, turf battles, and inaction (Huxham and Vangen 2000a, Gulati and Singh 1998, Jennings and Krane 1994).  Some scholars have argued that these problems derive from differentials in power and culture among the parties (Brown and Ashman 1996, Waddock 1993).  Others have discussed the high transaction costs involved in required coordination mechanisms (Gulati and Singh 1998).  Finally, scholars have discussed the obstacles deriving from pre-existing conditions – both contextual to the partnership and private to the organizations (Ashman 2000).  

Some scholars have observed that conveners help to smooth out some of these obstacles and thus facilitate collaboration (Brown 1991, Westley and Vredenburg 1991, 1997, Gray 1985, 1989, Wood and Gray 1991, Brown and Ashman 1996, Kaleongakar and Brown 2000).  These inter-organizational conveners are “the catalytic agent(s) bridging unaware, unsure or sceptical actors to explore the possibilities of cooperation” (Kalegaonkar and Brown 2000:9).  We know little, however, about these conveners.  Building on a case of collaboration between government agencies in South African for the implementation of local government reforms, this paper develops this important concept.  We suggest that successful conveners may likely behave as project champions (Schön 1963).  They are likely to be sensitive to organizational politics and comfortable with using persuasion techniques (Markham 1998, Chakrabarti 1974, Dougherty and Bowman 1995).

The case describes an instance of successful collaboration for the development and implementation of a project between two government agencies in South Africa.  We believe, however, that the results of the study can be extrapolated to other types of organizations and other countries.  As is common in processes of inter-organizational collaboration, the two agencies had diverse missions, structures and processes.  Coordinated action was deemed as the most fruitful approach for the success of the project but it was likely to be hindered by communication barriers and conflicting agendas.  An external consulting firm played the role of convener, facilitating communication between them and pushing the project ahead. 

The paper first introduces the case and reviews the relevant literature. Second, it briefly describes the research methodology followed.  Third, the paper discusses the case, attending to the obstacles faced by this collaborative initiative and the role of the external consulting firm in alleviating these obstacles.

The Research Domain

The system of local government that existed in South Africa under apartheid was defined under the 1983 Constitution and was jurisdictionally fragmented along racial lines.  Whites had their municipal councils, Coloureds and Indians their management committees, and Africans their Black Local Authorities.  The 1996 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa established a democratic republic with three autonomous spheres of government: national, provincial and local.  It provides for 9 provinces and three categories of municipalities that are established for the whole territory of the Republic (Vaz, 1999). 

In addition, the Constitution explicitly spells out the need for cooperative governance, a fairly unusual feature (Pillay 2001).  Carrying out this mandate implied reorganization and radical change in the way government departments were run.  In this context of mandated collaboration and reorganization in the midst of redressing racial inequalities, two national government departments - the Department of Provincial and Local Government (DPLG) and National Treasury (NT) - collaborated to implement a project crucial for the decentralization of functions to local government: the reform of fiscal arrangements. 

Three streams of literature are integrated into this study: (1) the difficulties of collaboration with special emphasis on the obstacles that hinder collaboration between government agencies, (2) conveners of inter-organizational collaboration, and (3) champions of intra-organizational projects.  These three streams of literature provide the foundations for a research program investigating the characteristics and behaviours of conveners in the successful collaboration between the two government departments in South Africa.

The Difficulties of Inter-Organizational Collaboration

Inter-organizational collaboration is always difficult.  Not surprisingly, a lot of what we know about it discusses the hurdles and obstacles that hinder collaboration.  These obstacles are both internal to the partners and external to the collaboration (Ashman 2000) and derive from organizational, technical, and political factors (Jennings and Krane 1994).  Table 1 summarizes these obstacles. 

Table 1: Obstacles to Inter-Organizational Collaboration

	
	Organizational 
	Technical
	Political

	Internal
	Different missions, professional orientations, structures, and processes
	Different technological capacity and practices
	Turf protection

	External
	Lack of support from leadership
	Dictates of the law, program regulations handed down.

Restrictions regarding the use of funds

Economic trends
	Pressure from constituency groups.




Source: The authors, building on Jennings and Krane (1994) and Ashman (2000)

Organizational obstacles derive from the differing missions, professional orientations, structures and processes of the agencies (Jennings and Krane 1994:342).  In addition, in the case of organizations, such as government agencies, which need to respond to higher mandates, these obstacles can be aggrandized or minimized depending on the support for collaboration provided by organizations, such as donors or hierarchically superior government agencies (Jennings and Krane 1994).  

Technical barriers originate in differential technical capacity between the organizations (Jennings and Krane 1994).  They may also derive from the incompatibility of policies and procedures between them (Ashman 2000).  These barriers may also be worsened by the contextual conditions.  Inter-organizational collaboration does not occur in a vacuum and thus depends on the regulations being handed down, such as a Constitution that explicitly emphasizes cooperative governance, as well as economic and social trends that may favour or hinder collaboration.  For example, a past plagued with racial tension further adds to the creation of communication barriers and the development of trust between the parties.  

Finally, political barriers derive from power differentials.  These differentials result from justified or unjustified entrenched prejudices towards the functioning of other organizations.  For example, such differentials are common in collaborative initiatives between international and local voluntary organizations, as international organizations frequently perceive local agencies as ineffective and prone to corruption.  They are also likely to derive from differential access to resources (Ashman 2000), and the potential for turf protection, particularly when the project may threaten the control of functions traditionally assumed by one of the organizations (Jennings and Krane 1994).  

Externally, political pressure against collaboration may derive from constituency groups that have a stake on the conduct of the organizations and/or the result of the project.  For example, municipalities may see their capacity to influence a national or provincial government department threatened by changes in procedures fostered by the collaborative initiative.

Conveners of Inter-Organizational Collaboration

Many of the obstacles common in collaboration processes can be eased with the development of trust between the parties (Ring and Van de Ven 1994).  The creation of cooperative interpersonal relationships, and processes promoting communication, mutual influence, and joint learning may facilitate the development of this trust (Brown and Ashman 1996, Lewis 1998, Ashman 2000:2).  Empirical research has shown the crucial role that conveners can play in developing these conditions (Gray 1995, Gray and Wood 1991, Brown 1991, Westley and Vredenburg 1991, Kalegaonkar and Brown 2000).  

Conveners of inter-organizational collaboration are “catalytic agent(s) … bridging unaware, unsure or sceptical actors to explore the possibilities of cooperation” (Kalegaonkar and Brown 2000:9).  We know that their effectiveness depends on (1) the credibility they have among the parties involved, (2) their familiarity with the situation addressed by the partnership, and (3) their position as a balanced party who will facilitate interaction among the actors without distortion or bias (Kalegaonkar and Brown 2000, Gray 1985).  They are likely to have the capacity to appreciate the beneficial impact of mutual exchange and to possess a sense of timing.  They are also likely to be proficient in scanning the environment surrounding the collaboration, and to have the skills to quickly appraise the consequences of contemplated future actions (Friend, Power, and Yewlett 1974, Vickers 1965, Emery 1982, Gray 1985).

These descriptions of conveners focus on their personal qualities.  They say little, however, about the actions and strategies they use to ease difficulties between the parties and encourage communication and trust.  In short, we know that the presence of individuals with particular personal qualities facilitates collaboration.  We do not know what these individuals do. 

Project Champions

A substantial body of research has shown that project champions play a crucial role in the success of intra-organizational projects that require the coordination of diverse departments, such as the development of new products (Markham and Aiman-Smith 2001, Markham 1998, Howell and Higgins 1990, Badawy 1988, Chakrabarti 1974, Frost and Egri 1991, Frost and Egri 1990, Roberts 1968, Schön 1983).  The profile and expected behaviours of these actors largely differ from those suggested for conveners, even though their impact on projects is supposed to be similar.  They leverage resources and talent from diverse departments, overcome turf battles and other bureaucratic obstacles, and foment coordinated action.  

Markham and Aiman-Smith (2001) provide an excellent review of what we know about project champions.  Champions know how to build successful relationships by using and developing informal systems of relationships (Schön 1983).  They are sensitive to company politics (Roberts 1968, Chakrabarti 1974) and are good at persuading people to support their projects (Dougherty and Bowman 1995, Ettlie, Bridger, O’Keefe 1984, Fisher, Hamilton, McLaughlin, and Zmud 1986, Maidique 1980, Rothwell, Freeman, Horlsey, Jervis, Robertson, and Townsend 1974).  They employ a variety of persuasion techniques, such as selling, promoting, bargaining, rationality, enthusiasm, and making personal appeals to other individuals for their assistance (Smith et al. 1984, Howell and Higgins 1990, Markham 1998, Markham and Aiman-Smith 2001).  Champions use the language of vision, excitement, passion, and commitment to describe their activities (Howell and Higgins 1990).  Finally, they are willing to take risks for the success of the project (Howell and Higgins 1990, Markham 1998).  

These qualities, behaviours and strategies permit champions to perform some of the functions expected from conveners.  They are able to leverage enough resources (Markham 2000) and to keep projects alive (Chakrabarti 1974, Markham, Green, and Basu 1991).  

These three bodies of work provide a basis for analysing the process of collaboration between DPLG and NT to develop a framework for a decentralized system of public finance.  The next section provides a brief description of the research methodology used. 

Methodology

This paper builds on the experiences of one of the co-authors, Dr. Peter Vaz, as a participant in a project that involved collaboration between DPLG and NT.  As suggested by Eden and Huxham (1996), the research was conducted alongside the intervention.  The focus was phenomenological “in contrast to approaches which are essentially a form of organizational development (Eldon and Chisholm 1993), a form of self-development (Whitehead 1994), or a form of empowerment (Stringer 1996, Whyte 1991)” (Huxham and Vangen 2000b: 775, Huxham and Vangen 2000a).  

This research strategy is becoming increasingly accepted for studying inter-organizational collaboration (Eden and Huxham 1996, Huxham and Vangen 2000a).  Its fundamental advantage is that the position of the researcher permits a level of access and insight uncommon with other research methodologies: “The requirement for the ‘subjects’ of the research to be concerned with action, together with the closeness of the researcher to the system being studied, increases the opportunity for gaining data about participants’ “theories in use” (Argyris & Schön 1978) or their expressions of “inner experiences” (Wittgenstein 1968) rather than their “espoused theories” or utterances” (Huxham and Vangen 2000a:1162).

From the vantage point of direct participant, Dr. Vaz followed the project from its inception to its conclusion and beyond.  The other co-author acted as a sounding board, establishing the connection with the inter-organizational collaboration literature and providing a reflection space from which the findings for this project have emerged.  These findings form part of an emergent theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967) on interventions to facilitate inter-organizational collaboration. 

During the intervention, the actions of the participants, their views, and dilemmas were recorded in a variety of ways.  These included minutes of bilateral meetings between the two departments, minutes of reference group meetings, verbal and written reports to USAID and RTI.  They also included observations conducted during the meetings that the international project team held once every four months to take stock of the situation and plan the way forward and the meetings that the team members held with  senior officials from both departments.   

The Project

In 1999, DPLG requested funding from the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) for a project to reform the local government financial structure (henceforth referred to as the LGFR project).  The project involved policy analysis on local government expenditure, revenue and related topics. USAID, in conjunction with DPLG and in consultation with NT, developed a scope of work for the project.
  The project was tendered under USAID’s Sustainable Urban Management Indefinite Quantity Contract in late 1999.  Five firms, who were eligible to respond to the request for proposal, bid on the project and RTI was selected as the preferred bidder in early 2000.  

The LGFR project started in January 2000.  The RTI team consisted of a part-time international project manager, Dr. Paul Smoke, a part-time international advisory team, consisting of Dr. Roy Bahl, Dr. Pundy Pillay, Dr. Andrew Reschovsky, and Dr. Larry Schroeder, and a full-time in-country international research manager and resident advisor, Dr. Peter Vaz.  The objectives of the project were to: (i) develop a clearer understanding of the status and impact of key sources of local government revenue on the overall fiscal system; (ii) develop concrete policy proposals for local government’s sources of revenue; (iii) link the revenue system more fully to the expenditure requirements of municipalities; (iv) ensure a proper assignment of functions and finances between the different categories of municipalities; and (v) determine a more objective way of determining local government’s share of revenue raised at the national level.  To meet these objectives, the project involved four important tasks: (1) creation of a fiscal information database, (2) researching the equitable share to local government, (3) financing district councils, and (4) division of fiscal powers and functions. 

The Partners

The main project partners were DPLG and NT. Dr. Vaz, the RTI research manager, was based full-time at the DPLG office in Pretoria.  His role was to manage all aspects of the project in South Africa – including hiring and supervising consultants for the various tasks, liaising with officials from both departments, keeping the international team members informed of current policy developments, and advising DPLG on matters related to the project.  Chris Morrill, another RTI employee was based full-time at the NT office in Pretoria.  His role was to advise NT on matters related to municipal financial management, represent NT on the project reference group, and keep Dr. Vaz informed of NT’s position on project issues.

The Department of Provincial and Local Government (DPLG).
  

The Minister of this department is Sydney Mufamadi (in office since 1999) and, until, January 2002, its Director-General was Zam Titus.
  The Department has three branches -- Institutional Reform and Support, Governance and Development, and Support Services -- each headed by a Deputy Director-General.  DPLG’s mission is to champion an integrated, sustainable system of governance that supports development and service provision through policy, legislation, monitoring, and institutional capacity building.  Its core business includes: (1) policy formulation in respect of provincial government, local government, traditional authorities and intergovernmental relations; (2) instituting planning systems for infrastructure development and establishing an enabling environment for development and service delivery; (3) resource mobilisation and allocation for deployment across provincial and local government and traditional authorities; (4) monitoring and evaluation of provincial and local government and traditional authorities; (5) support and capacity building; (6) service delivery; and (7) disaster management.  

DPLG is the custodian of both provincial and local government.  It not only represents and safeguard the interests of these two spheres of government at the national level but it also formulates policy and legislation that supports its custodial role.  

National Treasury (NT)

Formerly known as the Department of Finance (DOF), NT was formed in April 2000 out of a merger between the Department of Finance and the Department of State Expenditure. The Minister is Trevor Manuel and the Director-General is Maria Ramos.  Both have been in office since 1999.   NT consists of eight divisions -- the Budget Office, Economic Policy and International Financial Relations, Intergovernmental Relations, Public Finance, Asset and Liability Management, the Office of the Accountant-General, Specialist Functions and Corporate Services -- each headed by a Deputy Director-General. 

NT’s aim is to promote economic development, good governance, social progress and improving living standards through accountability, efficiency, equity and sustainability of the public finances.  Its core business includes: (1) promoting the national government’s fiscal policy framework and co-ordination of macroeconomic policy; (2) co-ordinating of intergovernmental financial and fiscal relations; (3) managing the budget preparation process; (4) exercising control over the implementation of the annual budget, including any adjustment budgets; (5) facilitating the implementation of the annual Division of Revenue Act; (6) monitoring the implementation of provincial budgets; and  (7) promoting and enforcing transparency and effective management in respect of revenue, expenditure, assets and liabilities of departments, public entities and constitutional institutions.

NT, as the controller of the nation’s finances, is one of the most powerful national departments in South Africa.  In terms of provincial and local government, its main role is to determine their share of nationally collected revenue, monitor their budgets and regulate their financial management.  Naturally, this puts it in an overlapping position with DPLG on some issues.  For example, NT determines the vertical division of the equitable share of nationally collected revenue to local government.  DPLG actually administers this grant and is responsible for determining the horizontal allocation to individual municipalities in terms of a policy framework approved by NT.  The two departments meet regularly every year to finalize this horizontal allocation.  This, however, does not mean that the two departments have the same viewpoints on these issues – each having somewhat different objectives when it comes to intergovernmental fiscal relations. DPLG usually looks at local government as a whole and concerns itself with the welfare of all three categories of municipalities – metropolitan, local and district. NT, on the other hand, is more concerned with the six metropolitan and thirty or so larger local municipalities that account for roughly 80% of the budget for local government.  DPLG’s main focus is on service delivery while NT’s is on financial management.

These two departments do not function in a vacuum.  Both DPLG and NT work very closely with the national sector departments on various issues.  For example, DPLG is tasked with capacity building for provincial and local government.  It thus needs to co-ordinate the efforts of the various sector departments in this regard.  It also needs to co-ordinate donor funding for this purpose and rely on NT for additional funds.

The Challenges Faced

Research has shown that inter-organizational collaboration is facilitated by a number of factors.  These include previous successful collaboration, inter-party trust, effective methods of communication (Brown and Ashman 1996), interpersonal relationships, and leadership (Jennings and Krane 1994).  In 1999, DPLG and NT lacked some of these mechanisms.

First, some of the objectives included in the LGFR project had been a source of contention between the two departments in the past.  The Institutional Reform and Support branch of DPLG, headed by Jackie Manche, and the Intergovernmental Relations division of NT, headed by Ismail Momoniat, work on interrelated issues around municipal finances.  They have attempted to coordinate their efforts through departmental bilateral meetings that are scheduled once a month.  These meetings, however, did not always achieve their intended outcomes due to differences between the two departments as to their respective roles with regard to intergovernmental fiscal relations.  For example, one of the bilateral discussions was about the objectives of the LGFR project.  One of these objectives was to come up with a more objective way of determining local government’s share of revenue raised at the national level.  DPLG felt that it was their duty as the custodian of local government to find ways to ensure that local government receives its fair share.  NT, on the other hand, was of the view that the division of nationally collected revenue is a political decision and, hence, felt that DPLG should not be considering this issue.

Second, this lack of effective communication became even worse in the year 2000 as both departments were undergoing restructuring and both Ms. Manche and Mr. Momoniat were Chief Directors in an acting capacity as Deputy Director-Generals.  The Director-Generals, Mr. Titus and Ms. Ramos, were highly focused on restructuring.  Municipal finance policy was then lower in their priorities list.  Accordingly, a necessary precondition for successful coordination identified by Jennings and Krane (1994) – leadership working to build a closely-knit interpersonal network– was not fully forthcoming during this period. 

A third factor hindering interorganizational collaboration between the two departments relates to turf protection (Jennings and Krane 1994).  A major task of the LGFR project was to make recommendations around the financing of district councils.  DPLG felt it was their responsibility to ensure that all categories of municipalities, including district councils, had access to adequate own-revenue sources.  NT felt that it is responsible for any legislation relating to financial matters and so DPLG should not encroach on their perceived realm of authority.  

RTI: A Hired Convener

Universities in North Carolina founded RTI in 1958 as the first scientific organization in the Research Triangle Park.  RTI serves clients in government, industry, academia, and public service throughout the United States and abroad.  Currently, with a worldwide staff of more than 1,950 people, RTI conducts research and development and provides technical services in health and medicine, environmental protection, technology commercialization, education, and decision support systems. 

In South Africa, RTI has an established reputation with DPLG, NT, and other national government departments.  RTI has implemented numerous local government related tasks since the first democratic local government elections in 1994.  In addition, RTI has long-term resident advisors in NT and the Municipal Infrastructure Investment Unit (MIIU).

As was mentioned before, RTI was the winning bidder on the LGFR project.  It was an 18-month project that concluded in September 2001.    The project, funded by USAID, required RTI to promote coordination between DPLG and NT.  As we have seen, coordination was crucial due to the difficulties experienced in the past by the two departments on issues related to intergovernmental fiscal relations.  Accordingly, RTI’s terms of reference established, as a crucial part of RTI’s job, the convening of regular meetings between DPLG and NT and the coordination of a reference group comprised of national government sectoral officials.  The meetings aimed at getting the two departments to see eye-to-eye on key issues around fiscal decentralization and reach agreement on policy in this regard.  

The reference group consisted of DPLG, NT, the Financial and Fiscal Commission (FFC), the South African Local Government Association (SALGA), the Office of Policy Coordination and Advisory Services (PCAS) at the President’s Office, and Statistics South Africa (Stats SA).  It provided a forum for RTI to present project findings and get buy-in from the key stakeholders in the project.  Note that both the FFC and SALGA need to be consulted on any national legislation envisaged with regard to municipal fiscal powers and functions so it was crucial for them to be on board from the start.  As South Africa’s official statistical agency, Stats SA also needed to be consulted with regard to sample selection, questionnaire design and other related issues.  Finally, the PCAS’s presence helped to fit the project within the government’s national priorities.

RTI fit the bill of inter-organizational convener quite well.  First, it had credibility among DPLG and NT.  This credibility built on its reputation as a highly professional organization deriving from its success on projects conducted for these departments.  Moreover, its team included recognized local government experts.  Drs. Smoke, Bahl, Reschovsky, and Schroeder are all internationally renowned as public finance experts.  Dr. Pillay is a renowned South African academic who subsequently worked for the FFC and the President's Office, and now heads the RTI South Africa office.  

Second, it had familiarity with the situation addressed by the partnership.  The team also included Dr. Vaz who has worked in the local government finance field in South Africa since 1996, first for the FFC, then for DPLG.  The entire team has been involved in various capacities in the local government transformation process since the first local government elections in1994.  Drs. Bahl and Vaz worked on the Local Government White Paper -- the first post-apartheid policy document on the structure, institutions and finances of local government.  Although Chris Morrill did not have prior experience in South Africa, he started working at NT in October 1999 so had been with them for a few months before the project started.

Finally, RTI was perceived as an independent and balanced party.  It was financed by USAID and its team was comprised of international experts.  More importantly, these experts made it clear that they were there to provide a set of technical recommendations and not to interfere in the political processes.  This would probably have endangered one of RTI’s most precious assets -- its reputation -- and thus it ability to get future contracts.  In fact, all the interaction of the team with the South African government was with officials and not with politicians.

RTI also handled the process in a manner consistent with the descriptions in the literature for conveners.  First, it facilitated interactions among the parties.  For example, Chris Morrill and Peter Vaz ensured that, in addition to the regular quarterly meetings of the reference group in which both departments participated, the officials of both departments met at least once a month with them to discuss progress with the project and to give them guidance on the way forward.   They also ensured that when the international experts were in the country they met with senior officials from both departments.  

Second, the diverse experiences in their team facilitated communication across individuals with different languages (Huxham and Vangen 2000). DPLG officials talk the language of equity and service delivery while NT officials talk about efficiency and financial management.  The team members have worked with different government departments in different countries and were able to draw on this experience to relate to officials from both departments and get them to talk past their differences.  

Convening by Championing

Despite having all the qualities possessed by convenors, RTI’s success in its inter-organizational bridging task directly depended on behaviours frequently identified not with conveners but with champions (Schön 1963).  First, instead of making sure it continued to be perceived as a balanced and independent party, RTI placed, for the duration of the LGFR project, resident advisors in each of the two departments.  When RTI bid for the project, it indicated that, given the historic competition between DPLG and NT, it was of special benefit for RTI advisors to be working inside NT and at DPLG.  With an RTI-led team at DPLG, coordination and problem solving with NT could take place on an informal level within RTI, in addition to formal channels. 

Second, the two advisors acted as project champions by raising internal awareness and support for the project and the need for coordinated action between the departments.  This enabled them to get the two departments to share information more readily and to co-ordinate their actions as they related to the project.

A case in point relates to one of the key tasks – the division of powers and functions between categories of municipalities.  The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, establishes three categories of municipalities –metropolitan, local, and district municipalities (who geographically encompass a number of local municipalities).  The Municipal Structures Act of 1998, amended in October 2000, is the principal legislation governing the division of municipal powers between local and district municipalities.  Initially, it called for a flexible assignment of functions based on capacities of the respective municipalities.  Eventually it established that all the powers and functions go to district municipalities.  It also divided municipal functions into two groups – “national” functions, namely water, sanitation, health, and electricity, and “provincial” functions (such as solid waste, roads, passenger transport, airports, fire fighting, etc).  

The two departments had differing perspectives on the legislation.  The original Structures Act legislation had been drafted and sent to Parliament by DPLG.  But the amendment establishing that district municipalities would have all the powers was a clause added by the time it was passed by Parliament but which had not been proposed by DPLG. The exact details on how this occurred are still unclear but it is speculated that the reasons were purely political and had no technical motivation.  Regardless of how the amendment came to be the way it is, DPLG, as the implementing department for the legislation, has the mandate to see that the amendment is implemented.  On the other hand, NT felt that DPLG should recommend that the amendment be reversed and that the original Act be implemented.  

It was under these conditions that the LGFR project team had to make their recommendations on the division of powers and functions.  Both departments decided that they should have impartial parties draft a policy framework that would be acceptable to both.  So Chris Heymans, an independent consultant for NT, and Peter Vaz were chosen to co-ordinate this process and come up with a discussion document laying out a policy framework for the division of powers and functions between local and district municipalities.   Chris Morrill was also involved in this process in terms of engaging with Peter Vaz from an RTI perspective and liaising with NT officials.  The draft policy framework provided an opportunity for both departments to agree on certain issues and agree to disagree on others.  Chris Heymans and Peter Vaz lobbied their department officials separately around contentious issues such as the role of local government in redistribution, the need to reverse the amendment and so on.  They were both willing to take risks in terms of bringing up these contentious issues.  This permitted the two departments to reach consensus and develop a joint policy framework.  The policy framework was then tabled at various bilateral meetings and went through various iterations before it was finalized.  

The resultant joint policy framework that arose from this process was then used as a basis for a study on the division of powers and functions.  This study was used to provide recommendations to the Minister for Provincial and Local Government on which local and district municipalities should be the service authority for the four “national” functions. 

Third, both advisors were able to leverage resources for the project and keep it alive.  The project was contracted to end in September 2001.  In the face of declining resources for policy advice (the focus now being on implementation and direct support to municipalities), both resident advisor positions were extended by USAID at the request of DPLG and NT.  Dr. Vaz is at DPLG until September 2003 and Chris Morrill’s position at NT has been taken over by David Krywanio, another RTI employee, until September 2003 as well.  Chris Morrill returned to the US in August 2001 to take up another position.

Morrill and Vaz used several of Kipnis’ influence strategies in their role as resident advisors (Kipnis and Schmidt 1980, 1981, 1982).  These included reason, coalition, ingratiation, and higher authority.   For example, Dr. Vaz used these in combination to push the case for funding district municipalities.   One of the revenue sources for district municipalities is the Regional Services Council (RSC) levy.  NT has not been in favour of this tax for many years due to its various problems, including difficulties in administration and potential unconstitutionality and regressive effects.  The project research showed that, although the RSC levy is not a good local tax, it still has some advantages in terms of it being a major own-source revenue for district municipalities.  Dr. Vaz used the project data to build up a case for keeping the RSC levy intact for a few years while local government is undergoing transformation.  He mobilized co-workers at DPLG to build up support for this position.  He also enlisted the support of Ms. Manche to argue the case to the higher-ups at NT.   As a result, the reform of the RSC levy is on hold until the next financial year.  Dr. Vaz is currently working with both DPLG and NT officials on the reform of the tax and is pushing for decentralized reform options.  Morrill mobilized co-workers at NT to gain support for the LGFR project.  Both advisors worked closely with and solicited the support of the respective Deputy Director-Generals in the two departments. 

There are certain influence strategies, such as assertiveness and sanctions, which the two advisors did not use due to their position in the two departments. Assertiveness would not have been viewed positively because both advisors were foreigners in South Africa and such a tactic would have made them unpopular with the employees of the two departments.   Rather, reason, coalition and ingratiation were much more suitable strategies in this environment.  Since neither advisor was directly employed by the respective departments in which they worked, they could not use sanctions since they had no direct authority over any department employee. 
In summary, RTI consultants had the qualities frequently associated with inter-organizational conveners.  Their reputation as experts made them credible.  Their previous work in the country provided them with familiarity on how to deal with the project.  Finally, since they were funded by an external agency, they were perceived as independent.  These qualities served them well in the multiple occasions in which communication and agreement was required from DPLG and NT.  Nevertheless, the crucial reason for their success in the project referred more to their adopting a project champion role.  They strategically positioned consultants as insiders within both agencies.  They used influence strategies, such as reason, coalition, ingratiation, and higher authority to facilitate the development of agreements.

Discussion and Conclusions

This case both confirms and advances our knowledge of inter-organizational collaboration processes.  The obstacles that the DPLF and NT faced were similar to those faced by most public agencies in processes of inter-organizational collaboration (Jennings and Krane 1994) and quite common among all type of organizations (Gray 1985, 1989).  Frequently, these obstacles get in the way of successful collaboration.  But, as shown in the case, the presence of conveners can ease these obstacles and support the success of the collaboration.

The case further advances what we know about conveners.  They are likely to possess personal qualities that produce trust and thus promote the development of creative solutions (Hardy and Clegg 1996).  They provide the conditions to build sufficient commitment of resources to successfully implement a project (Jennings and Krane 1994).  Their effectiveness depends on their skills in the use of persuasion strategies and behaviours usually identified with intra-organizational project champions (Schön 1983, Howell and Higgins 1990, and Markham 1998).  

Twenty years of research back the notion that champions are crucial for the success of projects within organizations (Schön 1983, Markham and Aiman-Smith 2001).  Considering that this research is relevant for projects that involve inter-organizational collaboration is a small step.  We believe, however, that it is necessary.  Frequently, research on collaboration de-emphasizes the political reality of inter-organizational interactions (Clegg and Hardy 1996) even though many of the complexities of these interactions are resolved ‘by implicit or explicit power relations’ (Granovetter 1985:502).  Accordingly, concepts such as persuasion and salesmanship are rejected for others such as communication and mutual influence.  Both sets of skills (persuasion and mutual influence) may be relevant for the success of projects that involve the cooperation among organizations with diverse missions, structures and cultures.  

The findings are based on a case of collaboration between government agencies in South Africa.  Future research will be required to understand their validity in other contexts and countries.  We believe, however, that it is likely since the obstacles faced by DPLF and NT are not exclusive to the problems of government agencies in countries in transition.
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� 	DPLG has a bilateral aid agreement with USAID to procure the services of a contractor to assist it in the development of an optimal local government revenue system.  


� 	DPLG was previously known as the Department of Constitutional Development (DCD).  It was renamed after President Thabo Mbeki created a new Ministry for Provincial and Local Government in 1999.  


� 	Currently the Department is in the process of hiring a new Director-General.  In the interim, the Acting Director-General is the Chief Financial Officer, Craig Clerihew.  
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