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1. BACKGROUND 

“The PLN [Provincial Learning Network] is a safe space for us as local government practitioners to 

reflect.” That’s how a senior provincial manager described her experience as a member of the 

learning network facilitated by the National Treasury’s Technical Assistance between May 2009 

and May 2010. The PLN members comprised provincial local government department managers 

responsible for municipal monitoring, support and capacity building in the KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), 

Eastern Cape (EC) and Western Cape (WC) provinces. In the safe environment of the PLN 

sessions, the members were able to learn from each other and share good practice. Most 

members agreed that their attendance at the PLN sessions had improved their technical 

competence in terms of newly gained skills and knowledge and the opportunity to forge links with 

their provincial peers.  

According to Botkin and Seeley (2001), “Researchers estimate that only 20% of the knowledge in 

an organisation is ever captured, leaving 80% in the hearts and minds of employees.” The 80% of 

knowledge represents tacit (as opposed to formal, codified or explicit) knowledge and is only really 

accessible in interactions between people. Conversations between people who work together are 

crucial to knowledge creation and application. Botkin and Seeley (2001) argue that because tacit 

knowledge is elusive and context-dependent, it requires a living community to harness the benefits 

and value of tacit knowledge. These authors (2001) point out that groups of people that band 

together to form a community of practice (COP) or learning network (LN) do so based on a 

common interest or need or to advance a discipline or practice specialty. Synder et al. (2003) 

define COPs as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a 

topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing 

basis.” A COP offers an effective and powerful tool to mobilise knowledge and the energy of public 

service practitioners to meet organisational goals.  

The development of the PLN related to the TAU’s mandate to improve government’s management 

effectiveness. The PLN was not a demand-driven project but a strategic initiative by the TAU to 

create a space for practitioners (TAU’s clients) to share their experiences. A key balance was 

ensured between the ownership of the space and the TAU’s agency as a catalyst in “making the 

space” for the conversations. From the outset it was not the TAU’s intention to be the driver of this 

learning network and therefore played the role of a “strategic partner” (Wenger et al., 2002). It is 

clear from research and practice that LNs do require a “holder of the space” or “cultivator” in order 

to function effectively (Wenger et al., 2002; Synder et al., 2003). The TAU was the “holder of the 

space” and “cultivator”. 

This case study presents the processes, outcomes and learning from the PLN over the period of 

May 2009 – May 2010. 
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2. THE JOURNEY OF THE PROVINCIAL LEARNING NETWORK  

2.1 INTRODUCING THE LEARNING NETWORK CONCEPT 

To initiate the establishment of the PLN, the TAU invited delegates from the three provincial 

government (KZN, EC and WC) units responsible for municipal support and capacity building.  The 

invitation was to participate in a two-day workshop aimed at sharing ideas, lessons learned and 

good practice in the field of municipal support, capacity building and monitoring, and to learn from 

the approaches that they had implemented. The TAU had a working relationship with these three 

units. Over the years, through the TAU’s support work, similarities in their challenges and the 

wealth of knowledge each unit possessed (though not shared with other provincial units) were 

recognised.  While there were considerable differences in the political and institutional contexts of 

these three provinces, there was nevertheless an overlap and opportunities to learn and share 

experiences.  

2.2 ESTABLISHING THE LEARNING NETWORK 

Four PLN sessions were held over a period of twelve months, May 2009 – May 2010. The founding 

PLN session was held on 27 and 28 May 2009 at Chintsa, near East London. Five- to seven-

member teams from the three different provinces presented the different support and intervention 

frameworks for local government that they had developed. These presentations provided the basis 

for reflecting on the challenges and approaches to local government support and capacity building 

in the respective provinces. Some of the key issues presented on and discussed related to the 

institutional and political contexts and challenges, reviewing existing key performance indicators, 

and monitoring and evaluation of municipal capacity and performance (Refer to Annexure 7.1 for 

other issues). 

 

Figure 1. Provincial Learning Network members in a small group session. 

The discussion around experience within the three provinces revealed that problems and areas of 

support are closely aligned to the history and maturity of local government in each province.  For 
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example, in the Eastern Cape, where in some areas municipalities had never existed prior to 1994, 

intense support was required on establishment issues. On the other hand, in the Western Cape, 

where municipalities had a longer history, the support tended to focus more on institutional 

capacity and management. 

Some of the common themes that emerged included the fact that in some areas institutions are 

not able to ever attract the required skills due to geographic and population density constraints. 

Hence, there is a fundamental constraint to the evolution of the municipality’s maturity. In other 

municipalities, in all the participating provinces, there are problems associated with political 

instability, cross-functional competition, avoidance of personal responsibility, sabotaging of 

success, politically driven hiring and advancement, fear of failure and paranoia. These 

municipalities therefore needed varying levels of short- or long-term support. 

The outcome of the Chintsa LN session made it clear that in developing a benchmark of an ideal 

municipality, the history of its development needs to be understood, as trends are crucial – if the 

trend is positive, then an impact is made. It was noted that the each municipality must look at 

compliance as the minimum requirement (in the establishment phase), and then strive for 

effectiveness (consolidation) and efficiency (sustainability). The key challenge that remained was 

how the process of moving towards sustainability is going to be achieved.  Councillors and officials 

have to be part of the plan – it is thus crucial to change their mind-set and thinking during capacity 

building. 

 

Figure 2. Eileen Meyer, the TAU Head of Unit, and other TAU members engaging with members. 

The workshop resulted in the sharing of approaches and ideas, and the members got to know each 

other and explored the provinces similarities and differences. The networking outside of the 

sessions proved invaluable for knowledge sharing and the coastal resort setting provided a relaxed 

and informal context for this happen. During the sharing sessions, the practitioners increasingly 

became aware of how much they had in common (even though all had different contexts). In 

addition, they appreciated each others’ strengths and approaches and engaged in conversation 

about these approaches.  
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At the end of the LN session,  the theme ‘monitoring and evaluation’ was chosen for the next PLN 

session in the WC. The TAU produced a concise two-page Practitioners Note on the key 

discussions at the PLN 1 session for the PLN members. Overall, the TAU’s role was facilitative, 

creating the conditions for relaxed and lively knowledge sharing and discussion.  The TAU covered 

the cost of the inaugural PLN session. 

2.3 CONSOLIDATING THE LEARNING NETWORK 

Five months after the founding of the PLN, the second LN session was held on 4 and 5 November 

2009 at Monkey Valley in Noordhoek, Cape Town. This session focused on monitoring and 

valuation (M&E). As the “holder of the space”, the TAU provided administrative and coordination 

support (viz. invitations, agenda, venue and facilitation of the event). The WC Department of Local 

Government covered the cost of this session. Each province presented their work on M&E.  

 

Figure 3. Provincial Learning Network focus group members in session. 

 
The members proposed ten thematic areas in M&E that required further elaboration, such as a 

common framework, municipal role and responsibility in M&E, tools and applications, and data and 

data collection (Refer to Annexure 7.2 for other themes). Additionally, inter-provincial focus groups 

were established to develop ideas and report back to the third PLN session on key elements of a 

M&E Framework (such as, data collection methods and a standardised method of rating and 

ranking a municipality’s performance (Refer to Annexure 7.3 for other framework elements). 

An important achievement at the second PLN was that while the initiative was facilitated and 

supported by the TAU, the members of the PLN directed the session and its outcomes. This was 

an initial indication of ownership of the “safe space” that was under construction. Similar to PLN 1, 

the TAU produced a Practitioners Note that comprised the highlights from the second collaborative 

session. 

The third PLN was held at Selbourne Estate, KZN, in January 2010. The KZN PLN members 

produced the draft agenda and covered the venue cost.  The TAU continued with the role “holding 

the space” through sending out the invitations, facilitation and producing the Practitioners Note.  
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The task groups, formed at the PLN 2, did not work exactly as planned, although individuals in the 

task groups did complete some of the tasks. This was due to PLN members pre-occupation with 

the newly proposed Local Government Turnaround Strategy (LGTAS) by the national department 

of Co-operative Governance and Traditional Affairs (COGTA). The PLN members decided to adapt 

the PLN session’s agenda and incorporated the LGTAS. Based on the engagements on the 

LGTAS, the members designed an approach on monitoring which was presented to the COGTA as 

a guide to be applied nationally. 

 

Figure 4. Provincial Learning Network focus group members in session. 

It became evident that the PLN members were building confidence and had realised the value and 

depth of their skills and work during the sharing sessions. It was also clear that the PLN members 

were able to collectively and creatively engage with new challenges in their work environment, 

such as the introduction of the LGTAS. At this session, the members agreed that the TAU should 

only play a supporting role and that the participating provinces should take the lead in future. 

The fourth PLN workshop was held at Mentors Kraal in the Eastern Cape in May 2010. After a 

year of PLN sessions, the TAU played a lesser role in organising this PLN session and consciously 

started to withdraw from aspects of the learning network so that the practitioners would drive the 

process. The Eastern Cape members organised the entire event and agreed to produce a record 

of outcomes. This PLN session covered the following areas: monitoring and evaluation framework 

of municipal performance, operation clean audit, municipal capacity assessment tool (EC) and the 

local government turn-around strategy.  

The next PLN session was planned for the Western Cape and the WC members agreed to take 

responsibility for all arrangements. TAU remained committed to provide support, as and when 

required.   
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3. SUSTAINABILITY OF LEARNING NETWORKS 

The fifth PLN session did not happen as planned. The proposed meeting date was postponed a 

few times. This may have been due to the appointment of a new WC capacity building support 

head of unit and some WC PLN members moving to other jobs. The TAU followed up and provided 

support, however, as a result of dwindling energy in the WC province, the TAU withdrew active 

support and encouragement, while making it clear that it remained available to provide further 

support when the PLN members decided to continue with the initiative. The WC PLN session never 

took place. The PLN ceased to exist.   

On reflection of the journey of the PLN the following insights were gained regarding the 

sustainability of a learning network: 

 The key role of a “space creator”: The PLN would not have come about without the 

involvement of the TAU as the “space creator” and “holding the space”. The TAU’s role in 

initiating the concept and facilitating the workshops was vital in mobilising the support of the 

provincial teams. While the TAU made all the arrangements for the first PLN session, with 

each PLN workshop, the level of support from the provinces increased and the need for 

support from the TAU decreased. However, the need remained for the TAU to play an 

active role in overseeing the PLN and stepping in to support and provide focus.  The TAU 

also had an important role to play in the recording of the proceedings in terms of producing 

reports and Practitioners Notes. However, the fourth session report and Practitioners Notes 

were not completed by the EC members and therefore left a gap. This situation illustrates 

the need for the TAU to be prepared to step back into the process and be responsible for 

producing these artifacts or offering further support. 

 Lifespan of a learning network: An important question relates to the role of the “space 

creator” when the LN loses energy and starts to fizzle out. This was the dilemma for the 

TAU when the WC LN session was postponed and finally did not happen. The TAU did 

nudge the WC members to organise the session and the other provinces did consider 

hosting the the fifth session. This situation posed the question of the life-span of networks 

such as the PLN: Is the intent to have a network that exists for a specific period of time: 

long or short time-span? There is no conclusive answer to this question. It depends on 

various factors, including the needs of participating entities and members, the environment, 

leadership and many other factors.  

 Focus on the learning network session space: While some individuals went away from 

learning network meetings to do work related to the network task teams, the task teams did 

not work well. The LN sessions seem to work best as a standalone events at which 

members present their work and engage in discussions. Expecting members to add to their 

managerial workloads with task team work is perhaps unrealistic. 
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4. OUTCOMES AND IMPACT 

Based on the TAU knowledge management directorate’s PLN survey undertaken and members’ 

feedback after each session, the PLN was effective in many regards: 

 Raising awareness at various levels: In sharing their experiences and approaches, the 

PLN members learnt about the differences between their provinces, e.g. in the history of 

local government in each province and realised that despite the differences, they 

experienced similar problems, e.g. in M&E processes, development of indicators and 

measuring impact. The members found the workshops empowering and motivating, as 

everybody was heard and had something to contribute as well as something to learn.  

 Space for reflection and learning: Many members indicated that the PLN was a “safe 

space” to critically reflect on their experiences as local government support practitioners. In 

this safe environment the members were able to learn from each other and share best 

practice. The members viewed the PLN as a local government “knowledge centre”, 

“learning platform”, “think tank” and “network” to share and gather different approaches to 

challenges (best practices) and do reality checks to increase provincial understanding and 

efficiency. 

 

Figure 5. PLN KZN member, Ms Aah Sekhasa,  presenting at a PLN session. 

 Personal development: The members also reported that their personal effectiveness had 

improved. Most members indicated that their attendance at the PLN sessions had improved 

their technical competence related to their job in terms of skills and knowledge in a range of 

areas. While some members were still working towards the implementation of new 

approaches in their departments, others were already introducing new ideas, and had a 

new understanding of municipal systems and upper levels of management.  

Members recognised that turning things around means challenging themselves to go boldly 

and think outside the box with what they do and learn from their mistakes, engage more 

realistically and look at the service to be delivered to the people.  



 10 

 Discipline: It was important for the members to consult on the agenda, stick to the agreed 

theme, focus on what they want to achieve at the end of each session, to be more practical, 

simple and focused on the specific topic/subject and to be aware that they have excellent 

impact and had the power to collectively influence national processes driven by COGTA. 

The PLN had an impact beyond its membership, e.g.: 

 In September 2012 the KwaZulu Natal Department of Local Government and Traditional 

Affairs invited the departments that previously participated in the PLN, as well as the Free 

State COGTA to a monitoring dialogue. Rich discussion took place at this event and 

members were unanimous that there was a need for a learning network that would provide 

a space for the four participating provinces to come together a few times a year to discuss 

practice, innovation and challenges in the implementation of monitoring and evaluation 

within the COGTA environment.  

 The National COGTA Department (managers from COGTA had attended the PLN 

sessions) launched a Local Government Learning Network (LGLN) with the aim of sharing 

innovating ways of improving:       

 National government’s role in supporting and providing supervision, monitoring and 

support to provincial departments and municipalities;  

 National and provincial government’s ability to coordinate support to municipalities;  

 Provincial government’s role to support and monitor the performance of municipalities; 

and   

 Municipalities’ resilience to respond to evolving developmental challenges in the 

COGTA environment.  

At the time of the launch of the LGLN members agreed that the two initiatives would exist 

complementary to one another: The LGLN, would create a space for strategic discussions 

that connect national and all provincial COGTAs, while the monitoring dialogues initiative 

would be a “practitioners’ network” of four provinces that collaborate on a voluntary basis, 

focusing on the exchange of hands-on, technical  information and experiences, and 

focusing more on day to day implementation practice  and challenges.  

5. CONCLUSION  

William James, known as “The Father of Psychology” (1842 – 1910), once wisely observed: 

I am done with great things and big things, great institutions and big success, and 

I am for those tiny, invisible molecular moral forces that work from individual to 

individual, creeping through the crannies of the world like so many rootlets, or like 

the capillary oozing of water, yet which if you give them time, will rend the hardest 

monuments of man's pride.  
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A community of practice approach is based on the fundamental recognition that knowledge resides 

in people and in their interactions (Botkin & Seely, 2001) – i.e. James’ “molecular moral forces that 

work from individual to individual”. A community-oriented approach puts the emphasis on 

collaboration. Building communities into the practice of knowledge management moves it into the 

realm of organizational development, taking it beyond information management. 

The PLN has come full circle. It has emerged from a very real need for discussion, sharing and 

collaboration. It enabled its members to grow and develop and to gain confidence in their practice. 

It gave them courage to face the many challenges in their work environment. It gave them 

confidence in their ability to find innovative solutions that works for them and others. It gave them 

appreciation for the value of sharing and collaboration and for creating something that is bigger 

than the sum of its parts.  

The PLN also planted the seeds for the new beginnings of two new networks that came into being 

in 2012. It made the value of learning networks evident to the national COGTA department, which 

is now ready to play a leading role to encourage and facilitate inter-governmental relations and 

collaboration.  

The TAU’s learning as a result of involvement in the PLN will inform its participation in new learning 

networks and it will enable TAU to play a meaningful role – a role that will create that valuable and 

safe space for like-minded practitioners to learn, grow and develop to provide relevant and 

meaningful services and support to their clients in pursuit of a more efficient, effective and 

capacitated public service so as to enhance the achievement of the strategic outcomes of 

government.   

Having been able to reflect on the journey of the PLN, it is clear that it is of less importance to be 

sure about whether a network should exist “for eternity” or who should be responsible for what. 

What is important is to ensure that discussions are relevant, purposeful and meaningful. When that 

happens, members create something that has the ability to morph and adapt to circumstances, 

irrespective of the challenges – something that has a unique brand of tenacity that enables it to live 

on, albeit in other forms, but in forms relevant to new circumstances and developments.  

The dialogue continues! 
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7. ANNEXURES 

7.1 Some of the key issues discussed at PLN1 were: 

 Reviewing existing key performance indicators; 

 Developing a maturity model; 

 Measuring capacity support; 

 Developing the capacity of the capacity builder; 

 The importance of consistent methodologies around information management; 

 The local government environmental context; 

 Monitoring and evaluation of municipal capacity and performance; and 

 Partnerships and stakeholders towards municipal support and capacity building. 

 

7.2 The ten thematic areas for M&E were: 

 Common Framework; 

 Implementation Framework; 

 Municipal Role and Responsibility; 

 Building Social Capital; 

 Role of capacity building and M&E unit/s; 

 Tools and Applications; 

 Data and data collection; 

 External Factors and Role players; 

 Reporting; and  

 Governance and Leadership. 

 

7.3 The PLN session on key elements of a M&E framework proposed the following elements: 

 Data collection methods; 

 Standardised method of rating and ranking a Municipality’s performance/”Ideal Municipality” 

Framework; 

 Standardised method of analysing and interpreting results; 

 Indicators to evaluate capacity; 

 Alignment between LGTAS and data collection starting at “Section 46”; 

 A data directory and an SLA/MOU between the unit and the various “suppliers” of data; and  

 The further development and refinement of the CAT and COMPASS tools to ensure they 

could be used between provinces. 

 

7.4 The TAU support team: Shanil Haricharan, Matt Cullinan and Jeremy Timm.  

 


