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ABSTRACT 

 

Some form of accountability and power structure binds all organisations. Such structures are 

typically referred to as the ‘governance’ structure of the organisation. In organisations that 

have relatively mature project applications and methodologies in place, governance 

mechanisms are established on more permanent bases. With its focus on performance, results, 

and outcomes, project governance establishes decision-making structures, as well as 

accountability and responsibility mechanisms in public institutions to oversee projects. 

 

As government institutions increasingly place emphasis on project applications for policy 

implementation and service delivery initiatives, mechanisms or structures should be 

established to facilitate clear interfaces between the permanent organisation and the 

temporary project organisation. Such mechanisms or structures should enhance the 

governance of projects, that is, the strategic alignment of projects, the decentralisation of 

decision-making powers, rapid resource allocation, and the participation of external 

stakeholders. 

 

The purpose of this article is to explore the concept ‘project governance’, and to highlight 

examples of project governance as applied in selected government departments in provincial 

and national spheres. This would enable the establishment of best practice examples and 

assist to develop benchmarks for effective project applications for service delivery 

improvement.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Project Management as a body of knowledge or discipline, with its own techniques, tools and 

vocabulary, has received attention since the late 1960s. However, the concept of project 

governance as an organisational phenomenon and management application only recently 

found its place in literature. 

 

Some form of accountability and power structure binds all organisations. Such structures are 

typically referred to as the „governance‟ structure of the organisation. In organisations that 

have relatively mature project applications and methodologies in place, governance 

mechanisms are established on more permanent bases. The trend towards oversight entities 

such as project offices and sound organisational practices, emphasizing accountability, 

indicates the growing importance of governance. With its focus on performance, results, and 

outcomes, project governance establishes decision-making structures, as well as 

accountability and responsibility mechanisms in public institutions to oversee projects. 

 

Typically, traditional, hierarchical bureaucratic arrangements found in government 

institutions are not conducive to support projects, which require adaptability, decentralised 
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decision-making powers, and delegated authority and responsibility. However, as government 

institutions increasingly place emphasis on project applications for public policy 

implementation and service delivery initiatives, mechanisms or structures should be 

established to facilitate clear interfaces between the permanent organisation and the temporary 

project organisation. Such mechanisms or structures should enhance the governance of 

projects, that is, the strategic alignment of projects, the decentralisation of decision-making 

powers, rapid resource allocation, and the participation of external stakeholders. 

 

The purpose of this article is to explore the concept „project governance‟, and to highlight 

examples of project governance as applied in selected government departments in provincial 

and national spheres. This would enable the establishment of best practice examples and assist 

to develop benchmarks for effective project applications for public service delivery 

improvement. Due to their autonomy in terms of the Constitution of the Republic of South 

Africa Act (Act 108 of 1996), municipalities are excluded from the scope of this article. 

 

2. PROJECT GOVERNANCE: THE MEANING, PRINCIPLES AND 

ELEMENTS 

 

A project can be defined as “…a collection of linked activities, carried out in an organised 

manner with a clearly defined start and finish point, to achieve some specific results that 

satisfy the needs of an organisation in a controlled and structured manner (Young, 1996). In 

turn, Kerzner (2003) defines projects as any series of activities and tasks that have a specific 

objective to be completed within specification; have defined start and end dates; have funding 

limits; consume human and other resources and are multi-functional. A project may, therefore, 

be viewed as the entire process that is required to produce a new product, service, process, 

system or other result within an established budget (Wilson-Murray, 1997). It involves a group 

of inter-related activities that are planned and then executed in a certain sequence to create a 

unique product or service within a specific timeframe, in order to achieve outcomes or benefits 

(Campbell, 2003:71). 

 

The establishment of project management as a profession has been a major step in its global 

recognition and acceptance. In 1984, the Project Management Institute (PMI) administered 

the first Project Management Professional (PMP) certification examination, and in 1996, the 

Project Management Body of Knowledge (known as the PMBOK Guide) was published. 

  

The word „government‟ is from a Greek word, which means “to steer”. In its broadest sense, a 

government is the democratically elected legislative body and the administrative and 

regulatory institutions it directs. It has the power to make and enforce laws for a certain 

territory and can be defined as the dominant decision-making arm of the state.  

 

The Oxford dictionary describes „governance‟ as "the act, manner or function of governing." 

Governing is defined in part as "regulating the proceedings of an entity." The concept has 

various applications in both public and private sector settings. It can be used in contexts such 

as corporate governance, international governance, national governance and local governance. 

In a private sector setting „corporate governance‟ refers to and include mechanisms such as a 

board of directors. Since governance relates to accountabilities and responsibilities of 

management, it is the process of decision-making and the process by which decisions are 

implemented. In simple terms it thus refers to the rules, processes and behaviour that affect 

the way in which powers are exercised (Newman, 2001:34). 
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On a macro level „governance‟ or more correctly „public‟ governance typically refers to the 

interaction between a government and its citizens ((Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2000:23; Ingraham & 

Lynn, 2004:34). It thus refers to all the processes and institutions through which the function 

of governing is carried out (Wamsley & Wolf, 1996:77; Kooiman, 2003:21). „Networked 

governance‟ furthermore refers to the interdependence and interrelationship between various 

actors from the private sector, non-governmental and civil organisations, and the public sector 

to provide certain services and goods (Stoker, 2006:41). „Good‟ governance as a concept is 

entrenched in „governance‟ discourse and has become part of the common shared principles 

and virtues of different countries in the world. It has attained universality as an indicator of 

adherence to democracy and rule of law (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2003). 

 

On an institutional or departmental level the governance function includes the provision of 

strategic leadership, oversight, and accountability while ensuring that an organisation has 

clearly articulated vision and mission which enhances the organisation‟s public image 

(Hobday, 2000:872; Turner & Keegan, 2001:256).   

 

Organisational governance describes how an organisation is directed and controlled. In 

particular, governance is concerned with(Lewis, 2003; Reid & Bourn, 2004:235):  

 

 organisation - the organisational units and structures, groupings, and co-ordinating 

mechanisms (such as steering groups) established within the organisation and in 

partnership with external bodies, for the management of change; 

 management - the roles and responsibilities established to manage change and operational 

services, and the scope of the power and authority which they exercise; and 

 policies - the frameworks and boundaries established for making decisions about 

investment in change, and the context and constraints within which decisions are taken.  

 

Effective governance is crucial for the ongoing growth, sustainability and credibility of an 

organisation.  To be successful, organisations should have a clear understanding of roles and 

authority of various levels of management (Thiry & Deguire, 2007:651; Renz, 2007:233).  

Governance structures provide mechanisms for directing and controlling an organisation to 

ensure that all aspects of the organisation are effective within the requirements of various 

legislative frameworks.   

 

The governance arrangements in organisations typically deal with issues such as (see 

Partington, 1996:15; Chien, 2004:429; Bresnen, Goussevskaia & Swan, 2004:1538):  

 

 the establishment and operation of best practice for the allocation and management of 

information, infrastructure and resources; 

 the distribution of organisational responsibilities for managing projects and the relevant 

decision-making powers;  

 the policies, procedures and practices implemented to ensure that the organisation derives 

maximum benefit from its strategy-aligned projects; 

 requirements for the effectiveness, efficiency, confidentiality, integrity, availability, 

compliance and reliability of its information and information-based services; and 

 the implementation of effective standards and controls for the design, development, 

implementation, maintenance, use, acquisition and management of project deliverables.  

 

On a micro or project level, project governance extends the principle of governance into the 

management of individual projects. A project governance structure is different to an 
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organisation structure in that it defines accountabilities and responsibilities for strategic 

decision-making per project. This can be particularly useful to project management processes 

such as change control and strategic (project) decision-making. 

 

The concept „project governance‟ is seldom used in literature. Scholarly articles and text 

books rather simply refer to „project organisation‟, „enterprise project management, 

„managing organisations by projects‟, and „project-oriented organisations‟ to cover 

governance issues (see Meredith & Mantel, 2000:139; Reid & Bourn, 2004). The concept 

project „management‟ refers to the management of a project by making use of the 9 

knowledge areas of the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) and does not 

make provision for authorisation, reporting arrangements, accountability, resource allocation, 

control and responsibility issues. The term „governance‟ in this context is used to encapsulate 

these issues. Under these and other concepts, issues such as project integration into existing 

organisational arrangements, specialisation, resource allocation, and the matrix form of 

organisation, are explored. Meredith and Mantel (2000:141) highlight especially two aspects 

that need to be considered when an organisation establishes a project. Firstly, a decision must 

be made on how to integrate the project with the organisation (system and process 

integration), and secondly, how to organise the project itself. Both of these decisions involve 

„governance‟.  

 

Effective governance of projects ensures that an organisation‟s project portfolio is aligned to 

the organisation‟s objectives, is delivered efficiently and is sustainable. The project manager 

typically does not have the authority and/or seniority to ensure strategic alignment and 

compliance with processes. Governance of project management also supports the means by 

which the governing structure (i.e. Steering Committee or board), and other project 

stakeholders, are provided with timely, relevant and reliable information (Hobday, 2000:773; 

Reid & Bourn, 2004). 

 

The concept „project governance‟ originated mainly in the information technology sector to 

describe the authorative processes that need to be followed to ensure project success (Patel, 

2007:1; Renz, 2007). Project governance can be regarded as a subset of Project Management 

methodology, which specifically describes decision-making structures and powers in projects. 

According to Renz (2007) it is a very recent development and includes issues such as 

authority over resource allocation, relationships between stakeholders, the flow of 

information, the review of issues, and the approval, steering and direction for the project at 

each stage of its life cycle. 

 

2.1 Project governance: elements, roles and principles 

 

Important specific elements of good project governance include a business plan stating the 

objectives of the project and specifying the in-scope and out-of-scope aspects as well as a 

mechanism to assess the compliance of the completed project to its original objectives (Turner 

& Keegan, 2001:299). A further element includes the identification of all stakeholders with an 

interest in the project as well as an appropriate medium of communication to each. The 

appointment of a dedicated project manager with clear authority and responsibilities is a 

further governance element. The project manager with his or her team should also have a 

system of regular status- and progress-reporting to decision-makers (Artto, 2001:7).  This is 

especially important to get timely approval for decisions, resource allocations, changes to the 

original plan and to resolve issues that arise during the project. Clear reporting lines are also 

necessary for quality and performance reviews of project deliverables (Reid & Bourn, 2004).  
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Based on governance requirements and on the discipline of project management, the 

following principles have been identified for governance of project management. Applying 

these principles would help avoid common causes of programme and project failure, such as 

those noted below (Andersen & Jessen, 2002:459; Reid & Bourn, 2004): 

 

 The committee/board should have overall responsibility for the governance of projects.  

 The roles, responsibilities and performance criteria for the governance of project 

management should be clearly defined.  

 Disciplined governance arrangements, supported by appropriate methods and controls 

should be applied throughout the project life cycle.  

 All projects should have an approved plan containing authorisation or decision-points at 

which the schedule is reviewed and approved.  

 Members of delegated authorisation bodies should have sufficient representation, 

competence, authority and resources to enable them to make appropriate decisions.  

 There should be clearly defined criteria for reporting project status and for the escalation 

of risks and issues to the levels required by the organisation. 

 Project stakeholders should be engaged at a level that is commensurate with their 

importance to the organisation and in a manner that fosters trust. 

 

One of the most difficult and most overlooked aspects of introducing project governance is 

the cultural implications (Cleland, 1988:52; Partington, 1996:15). Organisational culture must 

shift to be conducive to a project mindset and to provide project team members with the 

authority and assistance they need to adapt to the new ways of running projects. The culture 

must foster horizontal trust and cooperation among functional teams and vertical 

communication through the depths of the organisation. One of the most common complaints 

is the lack of ongoing support from executive management in upholding the project 

governance framework. Often, the biggest violators of the processes are the senior managers 

who established them in the first place (Cleland, 1988:53).  

 

It is critical that authority, responsibility and accountability are vested in staff at the 

appropriate levels to enable them to perform their jobs. Authority or delegation should allow 

responsibility for a decision or supervision of an action to take place in a project. However, 

authority is frequently complemented by more important informal lines of communication 

and trust, shared experience, or discipline. One of the important aspects of responsibility for 

activities is the conferring of access to appropriate resources to “carry out” the responsibility. 

Responsibility entails accountability. Another aspect of responsibility is accepting the burden 

of the consequences. Links of accountability are tied to authority in the sense that those 

delegating responsibility are eventually accountable to others for results (Hobbs, 1993:83; 

Larson, 2004:49-51; Thiry & Matthey, 2005). Typically project managers are responsible for 

project deliverables, but do not have adequate authority to make resource allocation and 

utilisation (i.e. staff and budget) decisions. The governance structure should facilitate this 

process to ensure that project managers are supported in their responsibilities.  

 

Arrangements for governance should form an integral part of the wider chain of command 

and decision-making structures within the organisation, management behaviour, and policies. 

Project governance will therefore need to be consistent with and aligned with the wider 

governance issues in the department.  
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Project governance could be influenced by a range of requirements and constraints arising 

from: 

 external factors outside the organisation's direct control, such as those arising from the 

legal, fiscal, political, social, and technological environments within which the 

organisation operates; 

 sector-specific factors, such as political directives within national or provincial 

government, strategic objectives, and service delivery targets and initiatives; and  

 factors within the department such as its policies, culture, organisational structures, and 

level of project maturity. 

 

To make a brief synopsis, project governance typically applies through the following 

components. These components do not significantly differ from established good project 

management elements, but make specific provision for decision-making/authority issues in 

projects: 

 

Governance 

component 

Governance applies through - 

Management 

(people) 
 Who has or have a responsibility for implementing project-related 

decisions 

 Defined responsibilities and accountabilities 

 Reporting arrangements  

 Disclosure and reporting  

Organisational 

arrangements 

(structures) 

 Terms of Reference for structures created to govern a project 

 Authority to make decisions 

 Departmental interfaces (organogram) 

Methodology  Compliance with established practices 

 Standard operating procedures 

 Standardised administrative documents 

 Adoption and adjustment of tools and techniques 

 Performance and standard compliance 

Policies  Analyses of enabling and restraining aspects of policies (enabling 

policies should support, promote and encourage effective project 

practices in the department) 

 Allocation and utilisation of departmental resources (including staff) 

 Compliance and analysis of metrics 

 Audits of projects 

Technology  IT interfaces (the use of management information systems of the 

department 

 Capture, store, process and disseminate project related information to 

all role-players and stakeholders 

 

This concludes the brief synopsis of project governance elements, roles and principles. In the 

next section, specific focus will be placed on the need to establish innovative service delivery 

practices in the Public Services to accommodate project management principles. 

 

3. THE NEED TO ESTABLISH INNOVATIVE DELIVERY APPROACHES IN 

THE PUBLIC SERVICE 
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Innovation plays an important role in the place project management now has in government 

institutions. However, there is a widely held assumption that the public sector is inherently 

less innovative than the private sector (see Moore, 1992:1050-1053; Peters, 1996; Pollitt & 

Bouckaert, 2000:71). Imputed reasons include a lack of competition and incentives, a culture 

of risk aversion, political influences, and inflexible bureaucratic structures and processes. 

Effective government and public services depend on successful innovation – to develop better 

ways of meeting community needs, solving societal problems, and using scarce resources and 

technologies (DPSA, 2008). Innovation should be seen as a core activity to increase the 

responsiveness of services to societal needs and expectations. According to Contandriopoulos 

et al. (2004: 627–655) debates about the form and nature of changes in the management of 

public structures have for some time now been articulated under the theme of governance.  

 

New Public Management (NPM) can be regarded as an umbrella label for a wide variety of 

administrative reforms with the common denominator of introducing market principles in the 

public sector and to allow for management models to replace political control as a 

coordinating mechanism in the public sector. Thus, it is a model of reform, which challenges 

pre-existing norms and ideals related to the public administration modus operandi (Clark & 

Newman, 1997). It is, however, important to note that New Public Management is not 

synonymous with good governance (see Thomas & Streib, 2003:85-86). NPM refers to a 

specific model of administrative reform whereas governance refers to the process of 

governing and the mechanisms of public-private cooperation and interaction in that process. 

 

In her comments, the former Minister of the Public Service and Administration, Ms Fraser-

Moleketi, in responding to the document of the United Nations Committee of Experts on 

Public Administration (CEPA) entitled „Revitalizing Public Administration: Strategic 

Directions for the Future‟ (April 2005), raised the concern that one of the biggest strategic 

challenges public administration face is how to reconcile the bureaucratic organisational form 

with its hierarchical characteristics and functional basis for structuring, with new 

organisational forms of networks. In this regard, Galbraith (1995:1) is of the opinion that 

public organisations are perceived as cumbersome bureaucratic structures. To adhere to the 

principles of project management, namely time, cost and quality, organisational design and 

arrangements should compliment this. Innovative design and arrangements are needed to 

become more project-based such as the introduction of flat, matrix structures (see Partington, 

1996:14-16; Boyne, 2003:368). 

 

Private entity managers generally have a fair degree of latitude in the management of people 

and resources, whereas public sector managers must adhere to strict statutory and regulatory 

guidelines as controlled by the Public Service Commission and the Constitution of the 

Republic of South Africa Act (Act 108 of 1996). This makes it more difficult for project 

managers in government departments to obtain the necessary authority to deal with all 

project-related issues. Kerzner (1998:38) concurs with this argument and state that project 

management in a non-profit-driven organisation is generally more difficult for the following 

reasons: 

 

 Projects may be few and executed on an ad hoc basis with large intervals between them 

 Not all projects have the same project management requirements, and therefore they 

cannot be managed identically 

 Executives do not have sufficient time to manage projects themselves, yet refuse to 

delegate authority 

 Projects tend to be delayed because approvals most often follow the vertical chain of 
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command. As a result, project work stays too long in functional departments 

 Because staffing is on a local basis, only a portion of the organisation understands project 

management and sees the system in action 

 There exists heavy dependence on subcontractors, consultant and outside agencies for 

project management expertise. 

 

Kerzner (1998:38) warned that if these issues are not addressed, the result could be poorly 

defined responsibility areas within the organisation, slow service delivery implementation, a 

lack of a cost-tracking system for implementation, and poorly defined performance criteria. A 

managing-by-projects approach, which include governance mechanisms and sound project 

management practices, could go a long way to address these challenges. 

 

This concludes the brief overview of the need for innovative practices in Government. To 

analyse current realities as far as project governance in the South African Public Service is 

concerned, it is important, in the next section, to compare it to the governance principles and 

the need for innovative practices. 

 

4. TYPICAL PROJECT GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES AND MECHANISMS 

 

This section briefly outlines typical structures utilized globally to facilitate the governance of 

projects in Government. A typical challenge associated with the temporary nature of project 

applications in public institutions is the fact that institutional memory is lost when a project is 

completed and the team dissolved. In the process best practices and lessons learnt are not 

documented for future use.  Meredith and Mantel (2000:147) call this challenge “projectitis”, 

or the worry about life after the project ends. With a more permanent governance structure 

such as a Project Support Office, best practices are captured and earlier successes can be 

repeated in similar future projects. In line with the principles of the learning organisation 

forums should be created that allow people to discuss their experiences, successes, and 

problems. Such forums are powerful tools to spread project management lessons throughout 

the department (Bresnen, Goussevskaia & Swan, 2004:1537). Without the necessary authority 

project managers and team members will not have the ability to act as change agents to 

ultimately alter policies and practices that impede the spread of project management or their 

successes in their departments. Magliolo (2008) refers to these small successes as the 

“guerrilla” principle of project management – small successes (battles) which ultimately bring 

about significant changes (win a war). A permanent structure can uncover organisation-

specific methodology and foster a project-based culture (Yeo, 1993:88; Gareis & Huemann, 

2000). 

 

Below, a brief synopsis of the typical role and responsibilities of project governance 

structures and mechanisms is provided. The purpose of this synopsis is to compare 

international applications and best practices with those currently applied in the South African 

Public Service. 

 

4.1 Steering and/or Advisory Committees 

 

Some authors use the terms „steering committee‟ and „advisory committee‟ inter-changeably. 

Kerr (2005:132), however, distinguishes between the two and indicate that advisory 

committees are usually not formally responsible for the project. In some government projects 

advisory committees are useful mechanisms for identifying political risks and managing them 

through a process of co-option and negotiation.  
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The key element of steering, according to Kooiman (2003:117) is direction. Steering is 

arguably a form of „directed‟ governing. A project steering committee is generally the key 

governance structure, which is responsible for the issues associated with the project 

deliverables. This includes approving the budget, defining key deliverables, monitoring risks, 

quality and schedules, making resourcing decisions, and assessing requests for changes to the 

scope of the project. Reporting and decision-making lines should be kept as short as possible 

to facilitate rapid response as issues emerge (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2003:231). 

 

Membership of steering committees typically consists of: 

 

 The head of the functional unit or directorate that will champion and finance the project; 

 Managers of functional directorates who must support the project by making resources 

available;  

 Representatives from key stakeholders; and 

 External, independent representatives, who may be specialist consultants, international 

and local experts.  

 

Steering committee members should facilitate the participation of all stakeholders and align 

the project with the strategic objectives of the department. Members should also consider 

ideas and issues raised and foster positive communication outside of the steering committee 

regarding the project's progress and outcomes; review the progress of the project; and check 

adherence of project activities to standards of best practice (Elander, 2002:194; Kerr, 

2005:133). The steering committee is further the key body responsible for reporting on project 

progress to the political head of the department (i.e. the Minister or MEC). 

 

4.2 Programme Directors and Project Sponsors 

 

Projects are typically implemented on operational level and often project managers are on 

lower management level than functional heads from whom they must obtain resources. The 

„OPM3‟ model was especially established for this reason. OPM3 refers to Organisational 

Project Management on 3 levels, namely portfolio (strategic), programme (tactical) and 

project (operational) levels. This scenario may lead to a situation where project managers 

experience difficulty to obtain the necessary support from these managers. In such an 

environment it is crucial that a project sponsor and/or director be appointed, who can 

intervene on behalf of the team. A project sponsor is typically the head of the directorate in 

which the project will be implemented and will „sponsor‟ (financially) the project. 

 

Project sponsors and/or directors facilitate the integration of projects with existing 

organisational systems and arrangements (Turner & Keegan, 2001:258). Project directors are 

responsible for top-end decisions regarding the projects. They may be the directors of 

directorates which will host the project. 

 

Project directors and sponsor are typically responsible for an appropriate management 

framework and methodology for projects. They should obtain resources and expertise as 

required, for example, appointing consultants to support the project. Furthermore, they should 

facilitate client‟s input and control changes to the orginal scope of the project. They should 

also approve the project budget, including risk contingency reserves (Englund, Graham  & 

Dinsmore, 2003:112). 
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Another important function of project directors and/or sponsors is to establish formal 

reporting arrangements on project progress, and control mechanisms. They should assist 

project managers to resolve issues and establish with them a common approach to major 

issues that arise. 

 

4.3 Project Management Office, Project Support Offices or Project Management 

Units 

 

More recent organisational structures instituted to govern departmental projects are Project 

Support Offices (PSOs), Project Management Offices (PMOs), or Project Management Units 

(PMUs). 

  

A PMO, PSO or PMU often emerges as a mechanism to manage the project portfolio as an 

institution‟s project management maturity increases (Aubry, Hobbs & Thuillier, 2007:328). It 

may be situated at different levels in the institution and provide a variety of functions to a 

strategy or programme.  According to Aubry, Hobbs and Thuillier (2007:329) the PMO 

should no longer be considered an “isolated island” within an institution. They argue that it 

should be part of a network of complex relations that links strategy, projects and structures 

and is key to analyse the foundations of organisational project management.  

 

A PMO provides the administrative and management support to projects within policy 

programmes. Its main function is to coordinate all projects with the strategic plan of the 

institution (see Renz, 2007). As such, the PMO is the champion for project success, but it 

needs to be continuously updated as new projects emerge in the institution. Project managers 

need to work with the PMO to ensure proper governance is in place. It should assist senior 

management with the prioritisation of projects, focus projects on strategic objectives, and 

assist in institutional resource allocation (Crawford, 2006:76). 

 

The scope and authority of a PMO will vary depending on the organisational and management 

structure of the institution. The PMO‟s governance function plays an important role by 

providing decision support for project sponsors and stakeholders involved in the 

project. Documenting governance decisions and tracking action items for future governance 

sessions provide the administrative support needed for effective decision-making (Reid & 

Bourn, 2004:88-89). A dedicated PMO can provide the oversight and coordination to deliver 

projects on time and on budget by managing and reporting on schedule, risk, cost, quality, 

scope and resources across all projects. However, the balance between PMO process 

requirements and project delivery can be difficult to maintain. Both groups need to view each 

other as critical success factors to deliver the project for clients and need to communicate their 

needs to refine the process.  

 

Government departments which utilise PMOs experience the freedom for functional managers 

to concentrate on the operational aspects of the department, while the PMO takes care of the 

cross-functional activities taking place with a number of teams brought together from various 

directorates on a temporary basis to deliver a product and/or service (Hobday, 2000:874).  

 

5. PROJECT GOVERNANCE IN THE PUBLIC SERVICE: SELECTED 

EXPERIMENTS 

 

As explained, the application of project management methodology typically happens 

gradually or incrementally in public institutions. The reason why the word „experiment‟ is 



 11 

thus used in this article is to acknowledge the fact that government departments are not all on 

the same maturity level in terms of project applications. It is therefore necessary to uncover 

best practices in more mature departments in order for less mature departments to adopt best 

practices already uncovered by departments on route to higher levels of maturity. 

 

Information contained in this section was obtained during the facilitation of project 

management training sessions to senior managers of provincial and national departments by 

the author over a period of two years. Only a brief snapshot of some governance examples is 

provided. 

 

The Department of Minerals and Energy (DME) developed comprehensive guidelines, called 

„System Development Life Cycle Guidelines‟, released on 1 June 2006 for system 

development in the Department. These guidelines clearly outline the roles and responsibilities 

of project managers, governance structures such as steering committees, business analysts, 

project sponsors, and project team members. 

 

The Department of Home Affairs uses a number of projects to assist the transformation of the 

Department. The Minister chairs the Department‟s steering committee and members include 

the Director General, chief directors and representatives of a consultancy firm. 

 

The Public Administration Leadership and Management Academy (Palama) uses project 

reference groups, which comprise groups of stakeholders brought together to discuss and deal 

with operational issues of projects. Members may be part of the main project team, but may 

also be stakeholders from areas across Palama‟s services that will be impacted by the 

outcomes of the projects. Reference group members should bring operational issues from their 

functional areas to the reference group meetings and look for collaborative solutions to 

challenges.  

 

The Department of Correctional Services (DCS) realised the benefits of project management 

for service delivery improvement and considered procedures and systems necessary to ensure 

that project management mechanisms utilised will be feasible and appropriate. Therefore DCS 

established a new Directorate: Project Management during 2007. This directorate is the 

centralised project management office as projects become a significant part of DCS‟s 

operations. The responsibilities of this directorate include the establishment of standardised 

guidelines, documentation and procedures, it furthermore act as a centralised pool of project 

managers, it controls project schedules, costs, risks and communication, and uncover best 

practices for the Department.  

 

The Department of Public Service and Administration (DPSA) has relative mature project 

management applications in place. It has established programmes aimed at providing strategic 

support interventions and partnerships with Government departments and provinces. For this 

purpose a Programme Management Office (PMO) was established in the Office of the 

Director General to oversee progress in the relevant programmes in the Department. The 

PMO ties individual projects to a broad business goal, and monitors their interdependencies. 

Project Management Units were also implemented and the Department appointed Project 

Directors and Project Sponsors for these units who report to the respective Programme 

Directors. DPSA also utilises technology to facilitate web-enabled project management to 

communicate and exchange information within the Department. Tools such as templates, 

tables, diagrams and checklist are in the process of development to ensure uniformity in the 
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Department. They are also in the process of developing a Project Management Information 

System that will be used to support all programmes and projects in the Department.  

 

The Office of the Premier, Limpopo Province, established a Project Management Unit which 

liaise with a Provincial Intersectoral Steering Committee to coordinate and oversee cross-

sectoral projects in the Province. The Intersectoral Steering Committee comprises of 

representatives from the Office of the Premier, the South African Police Service, GCIS and 

the departments of Health, Home Affairs, and Agriculture. It provides overall leadership of 

projects from a provincial and national perspective to ensure that the interests of all members 

are met and those members ensure that their services are provided at the identified centres. 

The Office of the Premier of the Northern Cape Province also established relative mature 

project governance mechanisms including a steering committee, and project sponsors (usually 

Chief Directors within the Office). It further has a stakeholder committee comprising of 

representatives from provincial departments and local authorities, community representatives 

and civic organisations. This stakeholder committee‟s role is to act as a forum for informing 

stakeholders of progress, soliciting their comments and opinions, and liaising and 

encouraging practical buy-in to a shared vision. The Office of the Premier also established a 

community advisory committee to liaise at a local level between service providers and the 

community and act as focus group for delivery improvement. They typically meet on a 

monthly basis to provide input to the respective project managers.  

 

The Departments of Agriculture and Land Affairs are in the process of establishing a National 

Project Management Unit (NPMU) situated within the Ministry of Agriculture and Land 

Affairs as well as nine Provincial Project Management Units (PPMU) that will report to the 

national unit. The National PMU will ensure that adequate budgets, resources, systems and 

procedures are in place for PPMUs to meet their stated objectives. The NPMU will report 

directly to the Minister and a Ministerial Committee, consisting of senior managers from both 

the Departments of Agriculture and Land Affairs. 

 

In the Mpumalanga Province the Department of Local Government and Housing is busy with 

the establishment of a dedicated Project Management Unit to drive the „Water for All 

Flagship‟ project. The PMU will submit regular progress reports on its implementation to the 

Cabinet Executive Council through the Cabinet Governance and Criminal Justice Technical 

Cluster Committee in line with the accountability arrangements pertaining to all flagship 

projects. 

 

The Office of the Public Service Commission (OPSC) currently is responsible to evaluate the 

overall performance of “one stop service centres” or multi-purpose community centres (called 

“Thusong” Centres) in implementing procedures that are intended at providing regular and 

systematic consultation with clients at local level about their products and services. 

 

The Western Cape Education Department (WCED) directs the activities of the Khanya project 

through a governance structure consisting of a steering committee and an executive 

committee. The Steering Committee meets occasionally to determine Khanya policy and 

direction, and to readjust the vision of Khanya as and when determined by changing priorities. 

The other members of the committee are drawn from senior officials within the Provincial 

Administration of the Western Cape. The Executive Committee consists of various 

stakeholders within the WCED. It meets once a month and monitors project expenditure, 

project progress and gives direction on day-to-day implementation issues.  
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The Department of Trade and Industry‟s Corporate and Intellectual Property Registration 

Office (CIPRO) utilizes Project Review Committees to facilitate partnerships between the 

Department and business to keep abreast of progress made with joint projects. The Project 

Review Committees function in conjunction with their Project Management Office, which act 

as steering committees to foster partnerships with businesses. It is also in the process to 

institutionalise an active awareness programme to instil a project management culture. The 

Department is also in the process of developing a Programme Management Unit to facilitate 

integration amongst the different departmental interfaces to install a proper programme 

management culture and a managing-by-projects approach.  

 

From these selected experiments it is clear that a “one size fits all”-approach is not advisable. 

Project governance is about specific organisational functions and level of maturity. The more 

public institutions incorporate project applications in its strategic processes, the more the need 

for clear, well-established governance structures and mechanisms. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

 

Project management practices evolve rapidly as public institutions realise the benefits 

associated with the application thereof to render services on time, within budget and 

according to community specifications. As a result, public institutions should adopt and adapt 

appropriate structures and processes to accommodate new demands placed on project-based 

service delivery.  

 

It was the purpose of this article to explore the utilisation of governance structures and 

mechanisms utilised in Government. It was established that the South African Public Service, 

in line with international trends, rapidly move towards maturity through the utilisation of 

governance structures associated with project applications. It is clear that most government 

departments at the national and provincial spheres already, to various degrees, utilise 

mechanisms and measures to effectively govern projects for service delivery improvement. 

The spread and growth of governance structures is a strong indicator that public institutions 

recognise the critical value of successful project management.  

 

From the brief description of selected project governance experiments above, it can be 

deduced that the South African Public Service in general, has firmly adopted project 

management methodology into its functions and practices. The project governance 

mechanisms that are utilised, conform significantly to the principles and best practice 

guidelines evident in literature. Relative mature practices are in place. Detailed case study 

research should be conducted to further uncover best practices associated with the 

establishment of project governance mechanisms and practices. Such knowledge and lessons 

learnt should be shared with other departments which are investigating the establishment of 

similar mechanisms and practices. 
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