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This paper focuses on the 
achievement of domestic ac-
countability in South Africa 

and the contribution of USAID/South 
Africa to strengthening the economics 
knowledge of parliamentarians. The 
annexes provide information on the 
program’s work with other donors and 
its monitoring system.

The objective of the USAID training 
program was improved understanding 
of government’s policy and the strength-
ening of democracy. The training of 
parliamentarians, a natural outgrowth 
of capacity building work with govern-
ment departments, was considered likely 
to increase policy continuity.

It was hoped that training parliamentar-
ians would result in their greater under-
standing and support for the govern-
ment’s economic policy, thus increasing 
the odds of its sustainability. The 
training program also sought to increase 
citizen understanding of the rationales 
of government programs and policies, 
along with which specific approaches 
might provide the greatest “value for 
money” for government. Nevertheless, 
the training program did not support 
any specific policy. Its purpose was to 
allow parliamentarians and officials to 
understand economic policy options 
and draw their own conclusions.

The program focused on improving 
the ability of historically disadvantaged 

South Africans to analyze, design, and 
implement economic policy. In so 
doing, it addressed one of the legacies 
of apartheid: an insufficient number 
of professionally qualified non-white 
economists who could work at the 
economic policy level and provide input 
from previously excluded groups. For 
the South African government to realize 
its goal of developing its own economic 
policy without being dictated to by any 
donor or international organization, 
it was imperative that the number of 
qualified black economists in govern-
ment be significantly increased. 

Black South Africans with knowledge 
of economics were also needed to 
ensure that the views of the majority 
were heard and help the policy achieve 
domestic acceptability. The USAID 
training program was designed to help 
the government meet this urgent need, 
make the flow of parliamentarians and 
economic policy analysts sustainable, 
and then improve their ability to imple-
ment policy decisions.

The program trained parliamentarians 
from the generation that had boycot-
ted the apartheid schools. They were 
smart, but lacked the academic skills to 
understand policy, question government 
officials on their programs, or conduct 
hearings on economic policy where citi-
zens could present their concerns.

The training program was initially 
designed to help parliamentarians un-

Summary
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derstand macroeconomic policy, along 
with the Minister of Finance’s annual 
budget speech and its new policy initia-
tives. Training was later expanded to 
help parliamentarians understand other 
issues likely to come before them, such 
as the economics of international trade 
and regulatory policy. Eventually, the 
elements of the program coalesced into 
a bachelor’s degree in economic policy.

The program also helped national par-
liamentarians and provincial legislators 
serving on public accounts committees 
to understand their oversight respon-
sibilities and their role in investigat-
ing misspending and situations where 
results are not commensurate with 
government spending. It helped parlia-
mentarians acquire the skills needed to 
investigate citations in Auditor-General’s 
reports of misspending and possible 
malfeasance by government departments 
and state enterprises. 

These actions helped the government 
improve its accountability to parliament 
and the public. Parliamentarians were 
also trained to perform their budget 
oversight role, one provided for in South 
Africa’s Public Finance Management 
Act, which required all government 
departments to establish objectives and 
targets against which programs could be 
monitored.

The training thus gave parliamentarians 
the tools with which to assess govern-
ment’s economic programs through 
public discussions of the issues, open 
questioning of government officials, and 
a free, informed debate. Domestic sup-
port for new economic policy initiatives 
required this enhanced discussion.

The program received exceptionally 
strong support from the President of 
Republic and his administration, and 
was welcomed by parliamentarians. 
Over one-quarter of them enrolled in 
the initial training sessions, and this 
critical mass assured continuity. Im-
mediate feedback was provided because 
initial courses were tied to understand-
ing the annual budget speech. The 
government recognized the value of 
the training: ANC members chosen for 
the new joint budget committee were 
those in the USAID courses, and course 
graduates were rewarded with leadership 
roles in parliament or senior positions in 
government.

Lessons Learned
The training program succeeded for the 
following reasons:

• It filled a gap that parliamentarians 
were aware of, concerned about, and 
wanted to remedy quickly.

• Those enrolled in the program 
received quick rewards for their work 
and positive comments from their 
leadership.

• The program was taught by the best 
South African economists familiar 
with current issues with help from 
excellent U.S. professors, and it was 
run by South African organizations.

• The South African University of the 
Western Cape was willing to help de-
velop off-campus courses that could 
be taught when parliamentarians were 
available.

• The courses helped parliamentarians 
learn how to analyze; they did not tell 

parliamentarians what policies were 
correct.

• The program attracted the support 
and keen interest of senior officials.

• The courses resulted in documented 
proof of accomplishment. A diploma 
in economics was a powerful incen-
tive for people who had no chance of 
advanced training under apartheid.

• The course’s location in South Africa 
and the large proportion of parlia-
mentarians who participated achieved 
a critical mass whereby parliamen-
tarians could help each other with 
analytical problems and improve their 
questioning of people appearing be-
fore parliamentary committees. This 
quickly made the program sustain-
able. 

• The program was owned by the 
parliamentarians: they went to their 
own leadership to solve any problems 
that occurred. They also designed the 
tutorial approach and the timing of 
the courses, within a flexible structure 
offered by the university.

• USAID was flexible, focusing on 
results and working with parliamen-
tarians to improve their knowledge 
of economics, rather than on spe-
cific policy changes. This approach 
allowed USAID to be perceived as a 
friend and as not as having its own 
agenda.
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Background
All the economic training work with 
the South African parliament and 
legislatures was accomplished through 
USAID/South Africa’s economic capac-
ity building program. This program had 
noted the serious shortage of trained 
non-white economists in South Africa 
at the time of the democratic transi-
tion: very few black economists were 
available to government, universities, 
NGOs, or the private sector, and thus 

USAID/South Africa’s Economic  
Capacity Building Program

their input into decisionmaking was 
minimal. Support for post-apartheid 
government programs required that all 
racial groups participate, understand, and 
support economic policy initiatives.

The program’s initial focus was an emer-
gency one: building the skills of black 
South African economists for govern-
ment through graduate programs in the 
United States and increasing the number 
of black economists at previously disad-
vantaged (that is, black) universities in 
South Africa. 

There was considerable initial question-
ing of foreign assistance—and especially 
U.S. assistance—to South Africa. In a 
speech at a party rally in Mafeking, Presi-
dent Nelson Mandela questioned the 
reason for U.S. support to some NGOs. 
His government wanted to closely moni-
tor donor programs to ensure that they 
provided what South Africans wanted 
and that donors did not dictate terms. 

Because the South African government 
did not want any foreign institution to 
tell them what was good policy and what 
was bad, the USAID training program 
centered on improving the quality of 
economic analysis and the ability to use 
good analysis in economic decisionmak-

USAID’s Mandela Economic  
Scholars Program

Under apartheid, there were very few opportunities 
for black South Africans to achieve advanced degrees in 

economics, as only a few quality courses existed at the historically disadvan-
taged (black) universities. Some blacks got advanced training by leaving the 
country and getting educated elsewhere, but their numbers were insuffi-
cient to run a government. 

For this reason, the initial focus of USAID/South Africa’s work was the over-
seas training of black economists. The importance the government attached 
to this work can be seen in the fact that the first activity for which  
President Mandela allowed his name to be used was USAID’s Mandela  
Economic Scholars Program
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ing, and not any specific economic 
policy changes. 

Initially, the program focused on gov-
ernment departments, especially on the 
National Treasury. Over time, the focus 
shifted from an emergency training pro-
gram for black economists to one that 
built domestic capacity to continuously 
deliver well-educated black economists 
and research produced by teams that 
included black economists.

After the government’s concern shifted 
from developing a supportive policy 
environment to delivering services and 
implementing programs, the training 
program developed a separate element: 
to strengthen the South African NGOs 
engaged in economic analysis so as to 
provide independent assessments of 
policies and programs.

The good analysis that government was 
doing with the help of a number of do-
nors gradually led to an excellent policy 
environment. However, many members 
of the government tripartite alliance of 
the ANC (African National Congress), 
labor (primarily COSATU—Congress 
of South African Trade Unions) and 
the South African Communist Party 
disagreed with substantial elements 
of the government’s new economic 
policy. Questions were raised about its 
sustainability, given the open hostility 
toward and threats against the alliance, 
and that the government appeared to 
have problems engaging the public in a 
discussion of the rationale for its policy.

Many analysts feel that there is a chance 
that the outcome of the 2009 presiden-
tial election may throw into question 
elements of current economic policy. 

Democracies are often characterized by 
such debate over economic policy.

Parliamentarians supported govern-
ment’s economic policy, but senior 
parliamentary and government officials 
believed that this policy was inad-
equately understood and thus politically 
unsustainable. 

South Africa’s Public Finance Manage-
ment Act required government depart-
ments to develop and monitor indica-
tors of performance, and both these 
tasks required improved parliamentary 
oversight. 

In addition, South Africa’s Auditor- 
General frequently was unable to certify 
the accounts of government depart-
ments and state-owned enterprises. The 
office’s reports were referred to the pub-
lic accounts committees of the National 
Assembly and provincial legislatures, but 
many committee members were unable 
to understand the basis for the reports’ 
conclusions and did not know how to 
investigate its allegations.

This was because many members of 
parliament were of the generation that 
protested against apartheid’s schooling 
policy that severely limited the edu-
cational opportunities for blacks. Few 
were able to achieve secondary school 
certification, let alone earn tertiary or 
university degrees. The parliamentar-
ians were politically engaged, smart, and 
involved, but they lacked the academic 
tools to independently analyze programs 
and policy initiatives.

The concerns were partly about im-
proved understanding of economics, 
but the governance side was also critical. 
There was a need for parliament to 

exercise its oversight: to hold govern-
ment departments accountable for their 
expenditures of public funds, as well as 
the need to help make the economic 
policy of government understandable to 
the public. The work with parliament 
was an outgrowth of and a necessary 
complement to ongoing economic 
capacity building work with various 
government departments.

History of Support for 
Parliamentary Capacity 
Building
The training program with parliament 
was initially an outgrowth of work 
USAID had been doing in basic eco-
nomic literacy, offering two- to four-day 
courses for non-economists that enabled 
midlevel technicians to understand the 
role of economics and its basic analyti-
cal constructs. These short courses that 
provided a basic primer on economics 
were developed for the Department of 
Labor, and gradually spread to other 
departments and some state enterprises. 
USAID initially used their materials for 
the parliamentary program, but it soon 
became obvious that parliamentarians 
needed more specialized and detailed 
courses.

SUPPORT TO PUBLIC  
ACCOUNTS COMMITTEES
South Africa’s Auditor-General had 
experienced growing public frustration 
with the state of public accounts and 
that the National Assembly or provincial 
legislatures increasingly took no action 
in the face of possible misspending. His 
public statement that his reports were 
not being understood provided an op-
portunity for USAID to work on shared 
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concerns about a lack of economic 
capacity in parliament with APAC 
(Association of Public Accounts Com-
mittees), whose secretariat was in the 
Auditor-General’s office.

APAC wanted to expand a series of 
courses developed with Swiss and UK 
funds that trained members of public 
accounts committees. That support 
had just ended when USAID began its 
discussions with APAC.

The APAC courses built from an un-
derstanding of the role and importance 
of public accounts committees and how 
the Auditor-General’s reports could 
be used to strengthen democracy by 
reducing fraud and corruption. These 
courses later taught participants how to 
read and interpret audited accounts and 
investigate allegations of misspending 
and situations where government was 
not getting value for money, as required 
under the new Public Finance Manage-
ment Act. Finally, the APAC courses 
helped committee members learn how 
to conduct hearings on problems identi-
fied as well as what type of information 
each public official ought to be able to 
provide. Because the same political party 
controlled both the government and 
parliament, political decisions had to be 
made about what was doable.

USAID funded expansions of these 
courses to all the provinces, then began 

explorations with APAC as to how 
district governments (which lacked any 
legislatures) could also have an oversight 
body. APAC’s collaborative work with 
public accounts committees in neigh-
boring countries led to the creation of 
SADCOPAC (Southern African Devel-
opment Community Organization of 
Public Accounts Committees) to share 
experiences and training. USAID did 
not fund this regional training, but it 
used materials that had been developed 
with USAID help.

The second element to the USAID pro-
gram with APAC was the development 
of a pocket guide for public accounts 
committees: Effective Public Accounts 
Committees—A Best Practice Handbook 
for Public Accounts Committees in South 
Africa. The booklet, which could be 
slipped into a jacket pocket or a purse, 
provided the essence of the APAC series 
of courses and was distributed to all 
members of public accounts commit-
tees. The EU then provided the money 
to reprint the booklet and distribute it 
to all parliamentarians and members of 
every provincial legislature.

USAID emphasized to APAC that its 
funds could be used to develop new 
programs, experiment with new meth-
ods, and get the programs field-tested, 
but the government had to fund the 
training once the development phase 

“Over the past three years of APAC’s work with legislators, their analytical 
capabilities have improved enormously. They now understand the importance  
of their work, how to use the reports of the auditor-general, and how to question 
government departments on reported irregularities.” 

Limpopo Province’s Auditor-General, February 2003

was completed. As the program became 
regularized, all costs were taken over by 
the South African government. 

While USAID was interested in extend-
ing the concept to district governments, 
the Auditor-General did not have the 
same oversight authority for their ac-
counts and USAID’s involvement with 
APAC ended. The growing shortage of 
USAID funds meant that the Agency 
was unable to look for another organiza-
tion that might be able to do the work 
with district governments. The EU 
took over the funding of the training by 
APAC of parliamentary and legislative 
public accounts committees.

ECONOMICS EDUCATION 
FOR PARLIAMENT
Work with the finance committees of 
parliament was initially an outgrowth of 
concern expressed by U.S. Embassy staff 
who were impressed by the dedication 
of leaders of parliamentary committees 
and their desire to do their jobs better. 
These parliamentarians had stated that 
they did not understand the rationale 
for government economic policy and 
could not interpret the government’s 
budget or the Auditor-General’s reports.

Harvard University’s JFK School of 
Public Policy had placed two American 
graduate students in the South African 
parliament for their thesis work, and the 
committee leadership requested USAID 
to fund at least one of them to return 
for an additional year. One returned 
to help the National Assembly’s Se-
lect Committee on Finance develop a 
research capacity to advise members on 
revenue and spending bills and provided 
limited training to committee members.
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Nearly one-quarter of all members of 
parliament took at least one of these 
courses, and the response was over-
whelming. The minister was pleased 
that many more members understood 
what he was saying and asked questions, 
and parliamentarians were pleased that 
they finally understood what the minis-
ter was talking about. 

After this reaction, USAID sat down 
with relevant committee leaders to 
determine what ought to be done next. 
USAID felt it was best to continue with 
a series of tightly focused courses on 
needed subjects, such as international 
trade (as part of the build-up to the 
WTO ministerial in Seattle), taxation, 
or regulatory policy. The Agency also 
felt its economic literacy program could 
provide a good base for all committee 
members. 

The parliamentarians were not sure 
what made the most sense, but the mid-
year program in economic development 
at Williams College, Massachusetts, of-
fered an opportunity for a few of them 
to broaden their knowledge of eco-
nomics. Those that enrolled returned 
tremendously excited by the program 
and wanted their colleagues to attend. 
Because this was not economically 
feasible, USAID and Williams College 
began to explore the idea with parlia-
mentarians of offering a scaled-down 
version of the course in South Africa. 

The first of these courses offered in 
South Africa involved Williams College 
professors, who joined senior South 
African economists and senior govern-
ment officials to teach 80 parliamentar-
ians offsite for a three-week period in 
all-day sessions with evening home-

The leadership of both the National 
Assembly and the National Council of 
Provinces asked for USAID’s help in 
organizing courses around the Minis-
ter of Finance’s annual budget speech. 
Two 2-day courses were offered, one on 
basic macroeconomics and the basis for 
government’s macroeconomic policy, 
and the other on reading and under-
standing the budget. The latter was 
basically a course in what to look for in 
the budget, and it also presented what 
different analysts were recommending 
for inclusion in the budget.

work. The Economic Policy Research 
Institute (EPRI), a local thinktank, 
organized the courses, with substantial 
help from the University of the West-
ern Cape, and the overall effort was 
administered by a contract with Nathan 
Associates. During most of the morn-
ing, professors talked about economic 
theory; in the afternoon, the Minister 
of Finance, the Minister of Trade and 
Industry, the Governor of the Reserve 
Bank, or other senior officials talked 
about how they used such theory.

The course was an enormous success, 
and there were immediate requests that 
it be offered the following year. In addi-
tion, the parliamentarians wanted addi-
tional courses throughout the year and 
more structure to the series of courses. 

The parliament and USAID turned to 
the University of South Africa (Unisa) 
to expand the course offerings. Unisa is 
among the largest distance-teaching insti-
tutions in the world. It has a four-course 
module leading to a certificate in eco-
nomics, which could lead to a diploma 
in public policy after additional courses. 
Usually Unisa courses were conducted 
entirely by mail, but USAID developed 
a tutorial system for the parliamentar-
ians whereby designated times when 
parliament was in session were chosen 
as teaching times and no committee 
meetings or general sessions could be 
scheduled. 

The tutorials were handled by EPRI, the 
South African thinktank that organized 
the budget and macroeconomic policy 
courses, and the teachers included 
professors from the University of the 
Western Cape, a historically disadvan-
taged black university. 

Resolution of the  
National Assembly  

of South Africa

3rd Session, 2nd Parliament,  
13 September 2001 

“That the House—

1. appreciates the macro-economic 
training given to Members of  
Parliament on 3 to 5 September 
2001;

2. further appreciates the USAID 
programme for sponsoring the 
course in order for members to 
understand the complex nature of 
macro-economics;

3. applauds the quality of teaching by 
the lecturers from the University of 
the Western Cape; and

4. because of the globalizing effects of 
the world economies, supports the 
proposed one-year diploma course 
in macro-economics for Members 
of Parliament for next year.”
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“I’ve been in parliament for nine years, and this is the first time I’ve understood 
what the minister was talking about when he presented the budget.”

Parliamentarian in the USAID-sponsored course

The highest mark on the diploma 
course was achieved by a parliamentar-
ian in the USAID program. However, 
time constraints on parliamentarians 
meant that they could not move to a full 
traditional first (bachelor’s) degree in 
economics of public policy. Because they 
could not attend regular classes, they 
needed a program that could be very 
intensive during break periods and light 
when parliament was in full session. 

Only the University of the Western 
Cape’s economics department had the 
foresight to put together a program with 
flexible hours for professionals, and it 
submitted this program as meeting the 
standards for university accreditation 
to the South African association that 
certified academic courses. Students had 
to fulfill all regular requirements for 
a bachelor’s degree in economics, but 
courses and tutorials could be offered 
away from the campus, at parliament, 
and at unusual hours. The courses 
included regular university exams, 
which were not in any way simplified 
for the parliamentarians. In each course, 
a number of parliamentarians failed 
and had to repeat the material. Finally, 
in March 2004, the first group of 24 
parliamentarians graduated with the 
bachelor’s in public policy. Many imme-
diately went on for their honors degree 
in economics.

As the development phase of the pro-
gram ended so did USAID involvement. 
The courses became regular offerings of 

the University of the Western Cape and 
the funding shifted to parliament. 

As the next section shows, additional 
work could have been undertaken 
with the parliamentary committees, 
but declining resources precluded new 
initiatives.

Accountability
The South African government was 
determined to steer its own course on 
economic development and economic 
policy, and felt that some of the advice 
of international financial institutions 
had contributed to problems else-
where in Africa. The government never 
wanted to be in a position where it was 
told what its policy had to be. 

Whenever USAID helped with capac-
ity development on a specific policy 
area (such as taxation or privatization), 
though the resulting policies might 
have emerged during discussions with 
USAID-funded technical assistance, 
the policies were presented as the South 
African government’s policies. USAID 
advisors were presented as advisors to 
the government, not as USAID-pro-
vided advisors.

The government insisted on playing 
a controlling role in all project deci-
sionmaking, deciding on priorities 
and where USAID economic capacity 
development resources ought to be 
directed. The designated officials were 
serious and conscientious. They lis-

tened, discussed, and came to consensus 
decisions.

To rely on South Africa’s own resources 
for economic development meant that 
all programs had to achieve a large 
degree of domestic accountability. They 
had to be—and had to be perceived 
to be—the result of South Africans 
deliberating on what was right for South 
Africa. They also had to be explained to 
the public in public discussions of the 
merits of the program.

Domestic accountability necessitated 
widespread discussion of policy within 
which the public could provide its as-
sessment. One forum where this can be 
done effectively is in parliament. The 
entire parliamentary training program 
was thus designed to help the South Af-
rican government improve the account-
ability of its own programs and policies. 
The program resulted in parliamentar-
ians understanding the implications of 
the budget speech and the importance 
of the policy elements it contained, 
and promoted a more vigorous public 
discussion on the budget and proposed 
policy changes.

But the benefits extended beyond 
finance committees. The courses on 
international trade resulted in parlia-
mentarians querying the Minister of 
Trade and Industry on South Africa’s 
objectives from the Doha Round of 
negotiations at the WTO. The course 
on regulatory policy (essentially micro-
economics) resulted in extensive discus-
sions about decisions of the competition 
commission. And the skills acquired by 
members of finance committees en-
couraged government to allow them to 
make limited changes in spending and 
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taxation bills, an unusual occurrence in 
a parliamentary system.

The training helped members of 
public accounts committees to deter-
mine whether the government funds 
were being spent as directed, whether 
agreed-upon results were achieved, and 
where the government had received 
value for money. This was essentially a 
case where a government office—the 
Auditor-General’s—wanted wider 
discussion of its reports on possible 
misspending and corruption. It wanted 
public discussion of these issues and to 
have parliament review the report, use 
it to find problem areas, and ensure 
that government departments and state 
enterprises were accountable to the 
public. 

The training of parliamentarians in 
economics was designed to make 
government’s economic policy more 
accountable by helping parliament 
to exercise its oversight responsibility 
effectively. Parliament and USAID 
wanted public hearings on economic 
policies to air citizen perceptions and 
heighten understanding (and therefore 
hopefully) support for sound policies. 
If government insisted that its depart-
ments have objectives and targets, then 
there was a need for parliamentarians 
to publicly review performance and 
hold government officials responsible 
for using the public’s money as effec-
tively as possible.

Again, the opposite phrasing might 
better illustrate the importance of the 
program to government accountability: 
without the knowledge of how to read 
Auditor-General reports and the ability 
to understand basic economics, parlia-

ment could not perform its oversight 
role or hold government departments 
accountable for misspending or ill-de-
signed policies. With a public discussion 
rooted in knowledge, there was likely to 
be greater support for policy and greater 
domestic accountability.

The training that parliamentarians 
received was at a tertiary level, and it 
helped many achieve a bachelor’s degree 
in economic policy. One negative 
comment about the program related 
to the quality of the knowledge that 
the parliamentarians achieved. They 
were street-smart, and their dedication 
helped them absorb more than most, 
but the program did not make them 
senior economic analysts. They became 
more literate and knowledgeable about 
economics and better understood policy, 
but they were not qualified professional 
economists. Many said that they now 
wanted to pursue postgraduate degrees.

The parliamentary training program 
itself had to be held accountable. Was it 
achieving value for money and achieving 
its objectives? This accountability was 
achieved in two ways. First—and for all 
USAID and almost all other donor pro-
grams—there were regular discussions 
with government on accomplishments, 
where the government indicated its 
programmatic priorities and preferred 
new directions, and where it sought 
to improve coordination. During the 
early years of the program, this was an 
intensive, often grueling experience. 
During the last four years, as confidence 
in USAID grew and government was 
convinced that there were regular and 
substantive working-level meetings 
between donors and South African gov-

ernment officials, these broader reviews 
became less detailed.

The parliamentary oversight committee 
met frequently to review all programs 
and the direction of the program. The 
parliamentarians were very self-confi-
dent and willing to voice their opinions. 
They insisted that USAID not use one 
of the contractors a second time be-
cause this person told them what the 
right policy was. The parliamentarians 
wanted to be provided with the tools 
to analyze problems, not to be told 
what was right. The parliamentarians 
evaluated speakers for their ability to 
present the material effectively. Their 
assessments were invariably correct, even 
if they presented problems and some 
senior economists who lacked the ability 
to present material effectively could not 
participate again. Discussions about 
where the program ought to be headed 
and what it ought to do always involved 
equals. It was South Africa’s program: 
USAID helped the parliamentarians de-
termine what they needed and how the 
training needed to be done. It was not 
USAID’s program for parliamentarians.

The parliamentary training program 
had additional and extensive account-
ability hoops to jump through. Because 
of the program’s high profile, these 
hoops were higher than almost any oth-
er in the portfolio. The President of the 
Republic took a keen interest in the pro-
gram and wanted to speak at the annual 
three-week course, though international 
commitments precluded this. However, 
the Minister and the Deputy Minister 
of Finance, the Minister of Trade and 
Industry and Public Enterprise, the 
Governor and Deputy Governor of the 
Reserve Bank, the Statistician General, 
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the Competition Commission Commis-
sioner; and other senior government of-
ficials spoke. In addition, many of these 
officials were actively involved in plan-
ning the sessions and getting others to 
lend their active support. They not only 
ensured that the program was properly 
designed, but they provided feedback on 
how well it achieved its objectives.

Because of this involvement—and per-
haps also because of the chance to influ-
ence economic policy—senior econo-
mists in academia and the private sector 
also became actively involved in the 
design and monitoring of the program. 
None were paid for their participation, 
nor did they receive airfare or hotel 
accommodation. If they were present 
when a meal was served, they received 
that meal for free. 

As with all USAID economic capacity 
development programs, cost sharing 
was required, and there was the gradual 
shifting of all spending to the relevant 
government department—in this case, 
parliament. 

The program did not end because all its 
objectives had been achieved. It ended 
because its principal objective had been 
achieved. There was no longer a devel-
opment aspect, as opposed to an ongo-
ing or recurrent spending aspect. Many 
ideas were offered on new programs that 
could extend the economic training pro-
gram to provincial legislatures or extend 
the public accounts committee training 
to district-level government. In addi-
tion, USAID was interested in helping 
create a research service for parliamen-
tarians. None of these ideas could be 
achieved, as funds became increasingly 
tight and the program completion date 
neared.

Whenever there were internal reviews 
of the program and reviews with other 
U.S. government agencies or South 
African government officials, the train-
ing program was highlighted as an 
enormous success. It found an urgent 
need and worked with its clients to find 
a way to help them achieve their objec-
tives, while at the same time helping 
USAID achieve its capacity develop-
ment objectives.

Lessons Learned
The training program succeeded for the 
following reasons:

• It filled a gap that parliamentarians 
were aware of, concerned about, and 
wanted to remedy quickly.

• Those enrolled in the program 
received quick rewards for their work 
and positive comments from their 
leadership.

• The program was taught by the best 
South African economists familiar 
with current issues with help from 
excellent U.S. professors, and it was 
run by South African organizations.

• The South African University of the 
Western Cape was willing to help de-
velop off-campus courses that could 
be taught when parliamentarians 
were available.

• The courses helped parliamentarians 
learn how to analyze; they did not tell 

parliamentarians what policies were 
correct.

• The program attracted the support 
and keen interest of senior officials.

• The courses resulted in documented 
proof of accomplishment. A diploma 
in economics was a powerful incen-
tive for people who had no chance of 
advanced training under apartheid.

• The course’s location in South Africa 
and the large proportion of parlia-
mentarians who participated achieved 
a critical mass whereby parliamen-
tarians could help each other with 
analytical problems and improve their 
questioning of people appearing be-
fore parliamentary committees. This 
quickly made the program sustain-
able. 

• The program was owned by the 
parliamentarians: they went to their 
own leadership to solve any problems 
that occurred. They also designed the 
tutorial approach and the timing of 
the courses, within a flexible structure 
offered by the university.

• USAID was flexible, focusing on 
results and working with parliamen-
tarians to improve their knowledge 
of economics, rather than on spe-
cific policy changes. This approach 
allowed USAID to be perceived as a 
friend and as not as having its own 
agenda.

“The best economic training ever offered to South African officials.” 

Minister of Trade and Industry Alec Erwin on the economics training for parliamentarians
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Donor Collaboration on 
Support to Government 
Donors were tremendously interested in 
assisting newly democratic South Africa 
and building the capacity of the victims 
of apartheid. To this end, they worked 
in different departments and different 
fields, using many different approaches. 

There was some overlap with Austra-
lian, Canadian, and German assistance 
programs in capacity development, but 
these programs were small, and the col-
laboration was essentially that they filled 
niches of interest. USAID and DfID 
provided most of the economic capac-
ity development programs. For other 
work—for example, that undertaken 
with the Department of Public Enter-
prises to build its capacity to privatize 
enterprises—there were regular meetings 
among USAID, DfID, and contractors 
and department personnel. 

Work on developing capacity in the in-
ternational trade area (mainly research, 
but also some training) involved col-
laborative work with a wider group of 
donors, with DfID attempting to coor-
dinate the program and ensure comple-
mentarity. Each donor implemented 
its program separately. In its work to 
improve the ability of National Treasury 
to develop pro-poor budgeting, DfID 
provided funds to the USAID contrac-
tor to implement agreed-upon work.

Each donor has an annual review of its 
program with the South African govern-

ment, which sought to coordinate the 
work of all donors and assure linkages. 
The Department of Trade and Industry 
tried, with EU resources, to coordinate 
the work of all donors, but this effort 
lasted only two years. In economics, 
there were no donor meetings coordi-
nated by the South African government, 
though there were regular planning, 
monitoring, and implementation meet-
ings because of the similarity of DfID 
and USAID programs in the area of 
economic policy.

Because apartheid had disenfranchised 
black South Africans, the economic 
capacity development program had a 
strong link to governance. Effective 
democratic governance necessitated 
educational programs for black South 
Africans in many fields, including eco-
nomics.

Support to Public 
Accounts Committees
There was no joint programming or co-
ordination with other donors for work 
with public accounts committees. The 
assistance from Switzerland that had 
started the program was ending when 
USAID started its work. The EU was 
active with support to parliament and 
used their resources to further dissemi-
nate work developed by USAID con-
tractors. There was neither agreement 
on common objectives and approaches 
nor any substantive discussions.

Annex 1.  Donor Collaboration 
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Economics Education for 
Parliament
Most of the funds that provided edu-
cation and training for parliamentar-
ians came from the EU. The EU did 
not administer the funds directly, but 
designated specific people at parliament 
who controlled access to the funds. This 
approach proved to inhibit successful 
collaboration between EU- and USAID-
funded programs. 

The South African government, aware 
of declining donor resources to fund 
training and research support to par-
liamentary committees, increased the 
budget available to parliament for staff 
development, research, and training. 
When procedures for using this budget 
were decentralized, it became the major 
source of funds to continue the program 
that had begun with USAID money. The 
EU also provided funds to continue the 
program when USAID’s support ended.

The most interesting collaboration—and 
the one that ought to have been the 
greatest success—was a linkage with a 
program funded by DfID to improve 
access to research by parliamentarians. 
It funded research coordinators who 
would find answers to questions posed by 
parliamentarians as well as contracts for 
original research, as needed, with South 
African professionals.

As the parliamentarians in the USAID 
course improved their knowledge, they 
were able to raise issues on which they 

wanted a research paper, an analyti-
cal comment, or a very short “course.” 
The DfID program could become a 
de facto further education program for 
the parliamentarians. Parliamentarians 
felt the need for this, since people with 
vested interests provided information at 
open meetings of committees and more 
neutral people could be hired. 

To assist DfID, USAID proposed to 
hire a professional staff member for the 
parliamentary finance and budget com-
mittees. This person would help the par-
liamentarians frame research questions 
and use the results. The requests would 
then feed into the DfID program, 
which would actually do the research or 
provide focused discussions. 

This collaborative approach to im-
proving the analytical capabilities of 
parliament received wide support from 
parliamentarians, DfID, and USAID. 
There was general agreement on the 
purpose and objectives of the collab-
orative program and how it would be 
implemented. 

Unfortunately, changes in funding end-
ed the collaboration. As the agreement 
was being finalized, DfID announced it 
would have to cut back on its program 
because of its spending requirements 
elsewhere in the world. Shortly there-
after, economic growth funds available 
to USAID’s South Africa program were 
reduced, and a decision was made to 
complete currently agreed-upon work 
but not begin anything new. 
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There are a number of differ-
ent reasons for monitoring a 
program, and each requires  

different solutions. Several of the 
reasons, and the solutions that were 
found, are discussed in this annex.

Donors flocked to South Africa imme-
diately after the end of apartheid. There 
was very little oversight of coordination 
of program, and the South African gov-
ernment was concerned about the chaos, 
the lack of needs assessment, coordina-
tion, or ensuring that the programs fit 
within the governments overall plan. 

Gradually, the government took control 
of programs and insisted on regular re-
porting and assessments. The programs 
changed from being donor activities to 
being government activities that were 
supported by donors. In taking control, 
the government also tried to provide ad-
ditional help to assure program success. 

This monitoring and government help 
in program implementation led to 
greater successes that, in turn, improved 
aid effectiveness. Donors became more 
confident as they realized that programs 
in South Africa would work and show 
results. As a result, donors provided ad-
ditional resources—far more than might 
be justified on strictly equity grounds.

In respect specifically to USAID’s 
program to improve economic policy 
capacity, the objective was clear from 
the start, but the way to achieve that 

objective constantly changed. This was 
possible because the program was fo-
cused on results, not locked into specific 
delivery mechanisms. 

There had been considerable discus-
sion on whether the program’s objec-
tive should be specific policy change or 
improving the capacity of people to per-
form the economic analysis. The South 
African government made it abundantly 
clear that it was not interested in being 
told by any donor—whether the United 
States, the World Bank, or International 
Monetary Fund, what its economic 
policies ought to be. Finance Minister 
Manuel mentioned to the parliamentar-
ians during the USAID training that 
he had visited Zambia before becom-
ing minister, and he felt that the advice 
being provided by the international 
financial institutions was wrong. He 
vowed never to allow South Africa to 
get in a position where someone else 
could dictate its economic policy. Thus 
USAID emphasized improving the qual-
ity of analysis and ability to understand 
economic phenomena.

The objective became “to improve the 
capacity to formulate, evaluate, and 
implement economic policies” by focus-
ing on improving the economic skills of 
historically disadvantaged people in key 
government departments and nongov-
ernmental entities. It was a mantra of 
the program that good economic policy 
had a better chance of emerging if 

Annex 2.  Monitoring and Assessment 
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there had been good economic analysis. 
Phrasing this in the negative might bet-
ter illustrate the guiding principle: poor 
economic analysis is likely to lead to bad 
economic policy. Nearly all top econo-
mists in South Africa were white males, 
and the viewpoints of those who had 
been historically disadvantaged had to 
be heard before economic policy could 
be designed to meet the needs of the 
entire nation.

Because this was a capacity development 
program, monitoring focused on the 
number of people who successfully went 
through USAID training programs. 
All training activities had to assess the 
amount of information learned, and a 
follow-up analysis addressed how much 
information was retained and how 
it was used. Monitoring was slightly 
modified when people attended long-
term training. It kept track of people 
who were placed in jobs that used their 
economics training, reviewing what 
they were doing the policies they were 
analyzing.

There was always considerable con-
troversy about using these indicators 
for capacity development: they were 
considered too output-oriented and not 
results-oriented. However, the objective 
was capacity development, and USAID 
was forbidden from targeting specific 
policy change. USAID got around this 
problem by periodically contacting 
people who had received its training 
to determine whether and how it had 
influenced their policy work. 

In some cases the impact was easier to 
assess, and this was especially true for 
the parliamentary work. The ANC (the 

majority party in parliament) required 
that its representatives on the newly 
established joint budget committee be 
those in the USAID training program. 
A number of parliamentarians were se-
lected for senior government positions, 
and the reasons given was that they had 
improved their economic skills and now 
were “to be deployed” elsewhere. This 
included the current Deputy Minister of 
Trade and Industry, the provincial Min-
ister for Local Government in Gauteng 
(South Africa’s economically largest 
province), and two ambassadors. A large 
number of parliamentarians who took 
the courses have also moved into other 
positions of leadership.

Anecdotes and self-assessments gath-
ered on the impact of the program were 
complemented by periodic, structured 
external assessments. The training 
program was complemented by other 
USAID activities aimed at helping 
develop qualified black professional 
economists to create a critical mass.    
Thus, specific attribution of impact to 
the parliamentary capacity development 
alone is challenging.

USAID had attempted to use published 
independent assessments of the status of 
economic policy in areas where USAID-
trained people were active. For example, 
there are regular assessments of the qual-
ity of fiscal policy, regulatory policy, and 
monetary policy. The problem with us-
ing these assessments is that their mea-
sures are usually at least 18 months out 
of date, and it was questionable whether 
USAID’s program was sufficiently large 
to change the figures appreciably.

For the training of members of public 
accounts committee, the assessment of 

the impact of the training was easier. 
It was designed to help these members 
better understand Auditor-General re-
ports, and especially those that indicated 
misspending. USAID monitored the 
number of parliamentary or legislative 
investigations begun, along with the 
number that resulted in a rebuke, cen-
sure, or individual being found guilty.

USAID could show that it trained 
people who had moved into key eco-
nomic positions, and that those people 
felt that their training helped them get 
these positions and that they were influ-
encing policy. Separately, USAID could 
assess whether the policy changes were 
positive. Such changes were not easily 
quantified, but they could be reported 
to provide additional substance to the 
output figures.

A second aspect of monitoring is the 
monitoring of the performance of 
contractors who did the training. The 
purpose is to focus the contractor on 
the desired result and monitor the key 
variables that influence success. For the 
contractor engaged in tutoring parlia-
mentarians, performance evaluation 
was based on the number of people 
who passed courses, but the maximum 
fee paid for such tutoring was fixed in 
advance. The contractor thus had incen-
tives to help people pass, but they were 
not directly rewarded if the effort took 
additional time. For the universities 
involved in the training, the contract 
was in terms of number of people in 
the program, as USAID did not want 
to provide any incentive to pass people 
who might not have met course- 
completion requirements.
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