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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report summarizes the second phase of an activity to strengthen the institutional capacity of the 
African Field Epidemiology Network (AFENET). Established in 2005, AFENET’s objectives are to 
strengthen capacity in field epidemiology and laboratory training and practice, promote and support 
research activities, engage in advocacy, mobilize resources, and link public health professionals to 
organizations that address health problems that require expertise in field epidemiology. AFENET’s 
founding members are four schools of public health in Africa. These members have since been joined by 
other organizations in sub-Saharan Africa with field epidemiology training programs (FETP), and 
ministries of health which are in the process of developing their own FETP or Field Epidemiology 
Laboratory Training Programs (FELTP).  

Based in Kampala, AFENET is a non-profit organization and is run by a 19-person secretariat. AFENET’s 
governance structure calls for a seven-person board of directors consisting of representatives from 
members, the World Health Organization/African Regional Office, and the private sector.   

Health Systems 20/20 assistance was initiated in March 2007 with a rapid organizational assessment. As a 
newly established organization, AFENET had a number of institutional needs to address in order to 
ensure its effectiveness and sustainability over the long term and to broaden its activities. Based on the 
assessment findings, Health Systems 20/20 developed an intervention plan for an 18-month program of 
assistance. 

Health Systems 20/20 assistance during Phase I focused on four main areas: 

 Developed an Accounting and Administrative Procedures Manual that includes chapters on roles and 
responsibilities, accounting policies and procedures, operational or administrative procedures, 
procurement, asset management, and human resource management (i.e., personnel policies).  

 Revised AFENET’s constitution to clarify membership, organizational structure, composition of the 
Board of Directors, and the roles, responsibilities, and authorities of the executive director and 
Secretariat.  

 Reviewed communication needs, and upgraded the communication infrastructure (and more broadly 
the IT infrastructure) of the Secretariat. This included professional assistance to the Secretariat in 
installing a new server, establishing a local area network and a virtual private network (VPN), 
installing Skype, and converting the database of network resources to an accessible format and 
making it available to AFENET’s members via the VPN.  

 Developed a resource mobilization plan consisting of two documents: Part I, Strategic Direction, and 
Part II, Priority-Based Resource Mobilization Action Plan.  

In Phase II, the assistance consisted of the following: 

 Development of a strategic plan for 2010-2014 that has been officially approved by the Board of 
Directors. 
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 Building of a Secretariat team by developing a common understanding of AFENET’S vision, mission, 
and organizational structure and clarification of the extent of interdependence among the different 
units of the Secretariat. 

 Development of a human resources plan (ongoing). 

 Strengthening the financial management system to meet United States Government (USG) 
accounting standards, developing an in-house financial system, and establishing a justified indirect 
cost rate. 

 Conducting a board retreat to manage growth.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1 BACKGROUND 

The African Field Epidemiology Network (AFENET) was established in 2005. The objectives of AFENET 
are to strengthen capacity in field epidemiology, enhance public health laboratory practice, strengthen 
surveillance systems for priority communicable and non-communicable diseases, and advance the sharing 
of regional expertise in field epidemiology and laboratories.  

AFENET’s founding members were four institutions of higher education that house Field Epidemiology 
Training Programs (FETPs). The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) established 
FETPs in Ghana, Uganda, and Zimbabwe in 1992 and a fourth one in Kenya in 2004. These members 
operated under the umbrella of the Training Programs in Epidemiology and Public Health Interventions 
Network (TEPHINET) from 1997 to 2005 when the founding programs decided to form their own 
network for Africa. 

AFENET’s membership currently consists of the following: 

 Ten full members:  

 Ghana School of Public Health 

 Jomo Kenyatta University of Agriculture and Technology (Institute of Tropical Medicine and 
Infectious Diseases) 

 Makerere University in Uganda (School of Public Health) 

 University of Zimbabwe (Department of Community Medicine) 

 South Africa FELTP in the University of Pretoria 

 Nigeria FELTP in the Nigeria Federal Ministry of Health 

 Tanzania FELTP (Ministry of Health and Social Welfare, National Institute of Medical 
Research, and Muhimbili University of Health and Applied Sciences) 

 West Africa FELTP at the World Health Organization Multi-Disease Surveillance Center 

 Rwanda FELTP in the National University of Rwanda (School of Public Health 

 Ethiopia FETP (Ministry of Health of Ethiopia) 

 Associate members: Ministry of Health of the Government of Southern Sudan 

Based in Kampala, AFENET is a non-profit organization and is run by a 19-person secretariat. AFENET 
has grown rapidly, starting with three full-time staff members in 2006. AFENET’s new governance 
structure calls for a seven-person board of directors from the membership and the private sector.    
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When founded in 2006, AFENET had a number of institutional needs to address in order to ensure its 
effectiveness and sustainability over the long term and to broaden its activities. To assist in addressing 
these needs, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) asked Health Systems 
20/20 in February 2007 to provide institutional strengthening assistance to AFENET. Health Systems 
20/20 is a global USAID-funded health systems strengthening project based in the Washington DC area 
that provides assistance to developing countries in health financing, health system operations, health 
governance, and institutional capacity-building.  

1.2 HEALTH SYSTEM 20/20 ASSISTANCE IN PHASE I  

Health Systems 20/20 assistance in Phase I, which covered the 18-month period from March 2007 to 
September 2008, resulted in the following: 

 Developed an Accounting and Administrative Procedures Manual that includes chapters on roles and 
responsibilities, accounting policies and procedures, operational or administrative procedures, 
procurement, asset management, and human resource management (i.e., personnel policies).  

 Revised AFENET’s constitution to clarify membership, organizational structure, composition of the 
Board of Directors, and the roles, responsibilities, and authorities of the executive director and 
Secretariat.  

 Reviewed communication needs, and upgraded the communication infrastructure (and more broadly 
the IT infrastructure) of the Secretariat. This included professional assistance to the Secretariat in 
installing a new server, establishing a local area network, and a virtual private network (VPN), 
installing Skype, and converting the database of network resources to an accessible format and 
making it available to AFENET’s members via the VPN. 

 Developed a resource mobilization plan consisting of two documents:  Part I, Strategic Direction, 
and Part II, Priority-Based Resource Mobilization Action Plan.  

1.3 SCOPE OF WORK FOR PHASE II    

In order to sustain the momentum, AFENET requested USAID support for continued assistance from 
Health Systems 20/20. The overarching theme that framed the activities carried out in Phase II consisted 
of managing the rapid growth that AFENET has experienced since its founding. Because of the increased 
appreciation for the importance of field epidemiology and AFENET’s competence, AFENET has become 
better known in the U.S. development community and in Africa more generally. The organization has 
grown, has attracted increasing interest from potential funding organizations, and has expanded its 
funding base. As AFENET has expanded and developed, it has needed to strengthen its systems to keep 
up with the demands created by a larger organization with more resources, more members, and a larger 
Secretariat.  

The workplan for Phase II consisted of the following seven activities:  

 Development of strategic plan 

 Building Secretariat team 

 Implementation of resource mobilization plan developed in Phase I 
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 Development of human resources plan 

 Development of communications plan 

 Strengthening financial management capacity 

 Board retreat to manage growth 

Five of these seven activities were completed. Health Systems 20/20 and AFENET agreed not to 
proceed with the implementation of the resource mobilization plan for two reasons. First, AFENET had 
registered some success at mobilizing resources and needed to first consolidate its internal capacity and 
second, the scope of the financial management activity expanded and required more resources. The 
other activity that was not carried out was the development of a communications plan. At the outset of 
Phase II, USAID requested that the communications plan be developed through another mechanism that 
was assisting AFENET in this area. 
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2. ACTIVITIES AND RESULTS 

This chapter summarizes the activities and results achieved during Phase II. The activities were carried 
out by the following consultants in full collaboration with the Secretariat staff. 

Activity Consultants 

Strengthening AFENET’s Financial Management Capacity Ernst & Young (E&Y)  
Robert Kasaija  

Strategic Plan Godfrey Bwanika 
Building the Secretariat Team Margaret Morehouse 
Human Resource Plan Lazarus Nabaho 
Board Retreat on Managing Growth Margaret Morehouse 

 

2.1 STRENGTHENING AFENET’S FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT 
CAPACITY 

Activity: Health Systems 20/20 assisted AFENET to strengthen its financial management systems and 
procedures. Health Systems 20/20 awarded a competitively bid subcontract to E&Y to 1) conduct an 
audit against the USG requirements in OMB Circulars 122 and 133 and identify any deficiencies and 2) 
determine indirect cost rates for AFENET. The audit consisted of testing financial reports, budgeting 
processes, accounting procedures and costing policies; testing internal controls; and reviewing 
procurement policies and procedures for compliance with USG standards.  

As a result of this audit, E&Y identified areas that needed attention in order to bring AFENET’s financial 
management system into compliance with USG standards. Health Systems 20/20 then hired an 
independent consultant to fix the deficiencies identified. E&Y returned and conducted a second audit to 
certify that the deficiencies had been addressed and that the standards had been met. 

AFENET then decided to change its model of outsourcing its accounting function to a local firm and 
develop an in-house capacity. Health Systems 20/20 agreed to support this endeavor and hired the same 
financial management consultant to assist with the process.  As part of this effort, AFENET decided to 
automate its accounting system by purchasing and installing accounting software. 

Results: AFENET now has an in-house financial management system that meets USG standards. Specific 
accomplishments include: 

 Implemented use of a justified indirect cost rate.  

 Updated financial management policies and procedures manual that meet USG requirements and 
USAID in particular. The revised manual includes required forms and templates. The manual 
includes changes in a number of procedures including but not limited to budget approval, bank 
account signatories, petty cash management, advances, vehicle management, procurement methods, 
asset acquisition and disposal, and insurance.  
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 Automated the accounting system. The consultant undertook a needs assessment, developed terms 
of reference for a bidding process, and assisted AFENET staff in evaluating the bids.  

 Strengthened the capacity of the finance department through an assessment of capacity building 
required for AFENET to be able to manage funds internally. Developed job descriptions for new 
accountants, recruitment of new staff, and training.  

 Successfully transitioned the financial management function from an outsourcing arrangement to 
reside within AFENET. The consultant developed a checklist of requirements to assist in the 
transition. 

 Selected a company to act as AFENET’s internal audit firm. The Health Systems 20/20 consultant 
assisted in developing the terms of reference and in evaluating the proposals. KPMG was selected to 
play this role.  

2.2 DEVELOPMENT OF AFENET STRATEGIC PLAN 

Activity: At the start of Phase II, AFENET did not have a strategic plan. The development of the 
resource mobilization plan during Phase I required that AFENET identify its strategic objectives in a 
preliminary way so there was a starting point for the development of a more comprehensive plan. 
Health Systems 20/20 hired a Ugandan strategic planning consultant to assist AFENET in developing the 
strategic plan. The scope of work included the following: 

 Identification of strategic priorities for the next 3-5 years 

 Agreement on the format and structure of the plan 

 Development of a process for consulting widely with AFENET members and stakeholders to ensure 
that the plan is on target and to improve its acceptance among members 

 Development of draft plan, revisions, and finalization 

 Presentation of plan at AFENET’s annual board meeting 

 Recommendations on how to use the plan to guide network activities 

Results:  A strategic plan for 2010-2014 was developed and approved by AFENET’s board. The plan 
identifies six strategic priorities:  

 Strengthening field epidemiology capacity in Africa 

 Enhancing public health laboratory capacity in Africa 

 Strengthening surveillance and outbreak response systems for communicable and non-communicable 
diseases 

 Advancing the sharing of regional expertise in field epidemiology and laboratories 

 Strengthening the capacity of AFENET to achieve its objectives 

 Documenting and disseminating AFENET’s field experiences to member programs 
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The plan includes a section on implementation strategies and a monitoring and evaluation framework. As 
a result of this process, AFENET now has an essential tool for guiding future growth including decisions 
around what types of activities to  pursue and what kind of staff are needed.  

2.3 BUILDING THE SECRETARIAT TEAM 

Activity: As the AFENET Secretariat has grown rapidly from three people in 2007 to 19 in 2009, it 
became important to ensure that the Secretariat was functioning well and working together effectively 
as a team. Growth means increased and possibly realigned responsibilities, additional staff that must be 
integrated, and revised operating procedures to support new and existing country programs. Building a 
cohesive Secretariat team was seen as essential in allowing AFENET to effectively manage the expected 
growth in funding and staffing. Assistance in this activity included the following: 

 Interview Secretariat staff to identify issues that need to be addressed. 

 Develop draft agenda to review with executive director. 

 Conduct a two-day team-building retreat in July 2009 for all Secretariat staff. The objectives of the 
retreat were: 1) get to know one another as people a little bit better, 2) create a common 
understanding of what AFENET is and what it can become, 3) develop a common understanding of 
how AFENET is structured  and  how each position contributes to AFENET’s success, 4) explore 
what each unit/staff member needs from every other unit in order to be able to do its job well, and 
5) make agreements on how to work together going forward. 

Results: The outcomes of the team-building were as follows: 

 Common understanding of AFENET’S vision, mission, and organizational structure. 

 Clarification of the extent of interdependence among the different units of the Secretariat. 

 Increased understanding of what each unit needs of the others in order to do its work well. 

 Agreements as to what must be done to strengthen the Secretariat’s functioning. 

 Development of a plan to follow up on agreements made during the retreat. 

The executive director reports that as a result of the retreat, the AFENET staff is working together 
more effectively, is clearer about their roles and responsibilities, and is communicating better. 

2.4 DEVELOPMENT OF HUMAN RESOURCES PLAN 

Activity: One aspect of managing AFENET’s growth is to ensure adequate human resources for the 
Secretariat. After the strategic plan was developed, a consultant was hired to develop a human 
resources plan that addresses the numbers, profiles, and skills needed to carry out the strategic plan. 
Included in this analysis will be a determination if AFENET should open up satellite offices in West Africa 
and Southern Africa. Specific tasks will include: 

 Assess the skills needs of AFENET in light of expected growth. 
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 Develop a master staffing plan over the next 3-5 years to meet the demand for AFENET’s services. 
The plan will identify the positions and provide job descriptions. 

 Determine if AFENET should open up satellite offices in Southern and/or West Africa and if so, 
what the staffing plan would be and how the offices would relate to the Secretariat. 

 Identify the management implications for increased staffing levels. 

 Identify the professional development needs of AFENET staff. 

 Recommend revisions to AFENET’s human resource policies. 

Results: Activity is in progress as of the writing of this report. 

2.5 BOARD RETREAT TO MANAGE GROWTH  

In order to ensure that AFENET’s board was fully aware of the implications of growth, a two-day 
retreat for board members was conducted in conjunction with a regular board meeting held in January 
2010. The overall purpose of this retreat was to broaden awareness of the challenges facing AFENET in 
managing growth and continue to redefine the roles and responsibilities of the Board and Secretariat in 
light of that growth. The retreat was conducted by an international consultant.  

The objectives of the retreat were as follows: 

 Create a common understanding among board members of the responsibilities of the Board, board 
committees, and the executive director.  

 Discuss and agree how the Board can organize itself in order to best carry out its roles and 
responsibilities. 

 Create a common understanding among board members of AFENET‘s history and growth as well as 
its projected growth over the next five years.  

 Discuss and agree how the Board can best support AFENET in light of that growth.  

 Begin to articulate what the Board needs/expects from staff and what staff needs from the Board in 
order to fulfill its responsibilities.  

Results:  

 Board members discussed and agreed upon actions they could take to assure that they were able to 
transact board business effectively despite the fact that they meet face to face only twice per year. 
These actions pertain to the organization and management of board committees, agenda and 
meeting management, and exploring new technologies to assist them in light of a number of 
connectivity issues. 

 Board members had initial conversations about the nature of the growth AFENET is experiencing 
and the kinds of choices the Board will need to make in the face of that growth. While no 
conclusions were reached, board members expressed appreciation for the opportunity to begin 
exploring the topic and its implications for the network.  
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3. CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

3.1 AFENET’S GROWTH   

The overarching theme that has framed Health Systems 20/20’s assistance in Phases I and II has been 
AFENET’s rapid growth. While this was noted at the end of the Phase I 18 months ago, this has become 
even more pronounced, driven in part by the development community’s aim to use African platforms 
and build country ownership. AFENET’s growth has been remarkable and certainly faster than Health 
Systems 20/20 expected. This has only made the institutional strengthening assistance more essential. 
AFENET is very aware that it must have the organizational foundation to support growth and that this 
foundation will enable it to manage growth effectively and deliver on its commitments.   

If there is an overarching lesson of the past three years, it is that AFENET is still evolving as an 
organization. In chronological terms, AFENET is still a new organization. The systems that were 
developed in 2008 for an organization with $3 million in revenues are no longer appropriate for an 
organization with expected revenues of $10 million in 2010. There is no better example of this than the 
financial management system. In 2007, Health Systems 20/20 strengthened the financial procedures, but 
by 2009, the procedures were already outdated including the model of outsourcing its financial 
management to a local firm. 

AFENET now has some critical elements in place to support a $10 million organization – a robust in-
house financial management system, a strategic plan to guide direction, a resource mobilization plan, a 
Secretariat functioning as a team, and a revised constitution and governance structure that provides 
direction and oversight. These are all essential building blocks, but there is more that can and should be 
done. The next section recommends activities under Phase III. 

3.2 RECOMMENDATIONS  

The recommended activities below build on what has been accomplished to date and lay the foundation 
for future growth. 

 Support the implementation of the resource mobilization plan developed in Year 1. The Secretariat 
now has a dedicated business development unit whose mandate is to mobilize resources. The 
Secretariat would benefit from assistance in coaching and mentoring on various ways to mobilize 
resources as they implement the plan including how to write winning proposals. In addition, support 
could be provided to the Planning and Resource Mobilization Committee of the Board.    

 Strengthen the administrative and support functions of the Secretariat so that it has the systems in 
place to handle the increased volume of work. This includes the way the Secretariat and the country 
programs work together.  

 Provide assistance to the Board to ensure it is fully supported to execute its role given the limited 
time for face-to-face meetings and geographical separation. An essential part of this activity would be 
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how to maximize the role of committees in implementing the Board agenda. This would entail 
looking at the way committees are structured and how best to support them in their work. As 
AFENET grows, it will also be important to continue to define the roles and responsibilities of the 
Board and executive director. 

 Assist the Board in looking at the implications for growth and how to make choices about new 
opportunities.  

 Assist AFENET in developing a communications strategy that will guide the organization in this area. 
As AFENET continues its rapid expansion, it is increasingly important for the Secretariat and the 
members to speak with a common voice about the goals and activities of the network.



 

  
 


