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Abstract This article notes the effects of public sector consultancy, using the case of the South 

African public service since the inception of the new democracy in 1994. In the current environment, 

partnership between the private and public sectors has become important in driving South Africa 

towards its development goals. To optimise the value of this partnership, public service is obliged to 

avail control measures to get the best value for money by using advisory bodies such as the Auditor 

General (AG) and others. Currently, there are contestations on whether government should reduce 

consultancy work or apply stringent control measures on supply chain in the South African public. 

Attention is drawn to those areas where the use of consultants duplicates existing costs incurred, and 

where value for money spent on consultancy services was not secured. Consultancy on procurement of 

public goods and service emanates from public service reforms in South Africa, with a combination of 

the Neoliberal approach and the principles of New Public Management (NPM). The environment in 

which the government is transforming and operates is constantly impacted by knowledge expansion, 

global, regional and local factors. While government agencies are reducing the size and the cost of the 

public service work, the growth in South Africa consulting corresponds with an increase in public 

personnel expenditures. This article will mainly focus on the context of public consultancy, the effects 

of public consultancy, implications for service delivery and the way forward. The outcome of these 

deliberations will contribute towards improvement on good practices on the performance of 

consultancy in the public sector. 

Key words Supply chain management, Public consultancy, New public management, Public 

procurement, Service delivery 

 

1 Introduction 
The inception of new democracy in the post-apartheid era brought changes in the transform of the 

South African public service. The ANC lead government had been impressionistic about the economic 

prosperity by developing economic proposals which could at some level negotiate the balance of the 

political and economic power in South Africa. The shift in the economic paradigm was driven towards 

the social democratic principles where both the public and private sector were expected to boost the 

economy. However, ANC government inherited a dual economy with high rate of inequalities and 

poverty. The majority of the people lack political and economic power. To address the apartheid legacy, 

public service reforms evolved around policy directives such as affirmative action, equal opportunities, 

equity targets and Broad Based Economic Empowerment. Along with transformation, public service 

demanded more capacity of strategic experts that will provide services to the government, coupled 

with foreign practices and models borrowed for programme implementation. 

The South African public service reforms adopted permanent features of the New Public 

Management principles in procurement of public goods. Advocates of the NPM make no attempt to 

pretend that public administration can be disconnected from business administration. Some of the 

NPM practices included public and private partnership, contract and out-sourcing of public services to 

consultants. Government accept the notion of borrowing services from private consultants in 

procurement as alternative option to offer services on behalf of the government while transferring the 

skills to existing public personnel. In the context of public-management, civil servants are expected to 

be empowered to make decisions and constantly attend training programmes to improve their 

performance at work. They are instructed to be responsive to individual citizens and encouraged to 

develop new ideas through innovative solutions and research approaches to solving public problems. 

The government option for a marriage of convenience between them and private sector was at 

first caused by the lack of skills and expertise, but it further continued to secure efficiency targets and 
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special interests of individuals. In the current public sector environment, the partnership between the 

private and public sectors has become important in driving South Africa towards its development goals. 

To optimise the value of this partnership, personnel in public service and partners in servicing agencies 

need to comply with Supply Chain Management principles and other related guidelines provided by the 

South African National Treasury, in order to secure best value for money. The SCM functions include 

demand management, inventory management, facility site selection and demand, materials handling, 

packaging, warehouse management, procurement, logistics communication, transport and customer 

service. 

This study focuses on procurement of public goods and services as part of SCM. As part of 

procurement, emphasis is based on the tendering process. The termination of consultancy services in the 

public sector is not advocated, but attention is drawn to those areas where there are negative effects as a 

result of the use of consultants. Consultancy work refers to the services provided by external, private 

and non-governmental agencies to perform all or part of the strategic, research, assessment, evaluative 

functions that comprise policy analysis in South Africa. This paper argues that government should 

secure value for money when consultants are contracted to procure goods and services. 

In as far as the methodological aspects of this research, literature review was comprehended as 

content analysis, where quantitative and qualitative aspects were mixed to access description, content 

as well as discourse analysis. The examination of literature from different scholarly articles extracted 

from accredited journal, books, government reports and policy documents, AGSA reveals few 

assumptions about the effects of consultancy in the South African public sector. o address the effects of 

public consultancy in the South African public service, this paper reflects on the context of public 

consultancy in South Africa, the effects of public service consultancy, implications for service delivery, 

conclusions and suggestions for addressing the problems. 

 

2 The context of public service consultancy work 
The South African public service reforms have been adopted from the principles of Neoliberal 

approach and the New Public Management (NPM) as a move towards a democratic and responsive 

public sector. Neoliberalism is a doctrine which has philosophical roots in Adam Smith’s free market 

school of economics. Neoliberalism also stems from a reaction to the Keynesian economic programs of 

the post-World War II era up to the 1970s. The hegemony of neoliberalism is a consequence of the 

perceived failure  of Keynesian programs during the 1970s,  accentuated by the  global  economic 

recession. The emergence of NPM scored a paradigm shift in the discipline of Public Administration as 

a field and its practice of public administration and development in public agencies world-wide. This 

development can be claimed to be part of a broader shift in received doctrines of public accountability 

and public administration, and have been vigorously described by different commentators (such as 

Osborne & Gerber; Aucon, 1990; Hood, 1991; Pollitt, 1993). Cameroon (2008, 1) contends that NPM 

came as a marriage of the business-type managerialism borrowed from the private sector and the 

institutional economics which draws on public choice, transaction cost theory and principal-agent 

theory. Under the New Public Management (NPM) paradigm, civil servants are not autonomous, 

merely implementing policies according to procedures and rules promulgated by government. 

In the context of this paper, the focus on consultancy is drawn from the practices of Supply Chain 

Management (SCM) where the procurement of public goods and services involves consultancy work. 

In the process of SCM, public procurement has its origins in the fiduciary obligation of government 

administrations to deliver goods and infrastructure, for example roads and harbours and services, for 

example health care and education to the population of a country or a specific geographic region, city or 

town (Odhiambo & Kamau, 2003: 10). According to (Amber & Badenhorst-weiss, 2012), public 

procurement is the function whereby public sector organisations acquire goods, services and 

development and construction projects from suppliers in the local and international market, subject to the 

general principles of fairness, equitability, transparency, competitiveness and cost-effectiveness. It 

includes many activities that support the service delivery of government entities, ranging from routine 

items to complex development and construction projects. It also directly or indirectly supports 

government’s social and political aims. In the process of acquisition, government hires consultants to 



ICPA 2013 International Conference on Public Administration (ICPA 9
th)

 

·408· Edited by ZHU Xiao-ning and ZHAO Shu-rong 

 

 

 

provide goods and services to the society on behalf of the government. 

According to the general guidelines for Supply Chain Management in the public service (AGSA, 

2012); value for money principle is an essential test against which a department must justify 

procurement outcome. Price alone is often not a reliable indicator and departments will not necessarily 

obtain the best value for money by accepting the lowest price offer that meets mandatory requirements. 

Best value for money means the best available outcome when all relevant costs and benefits over the 

procurement cycle are considered. However, the procurement function itself must also provide value for 

money and must be carried out in a cost-effective way. The use of the consultant is regarded as effective 

only if the objectives that informed the appointment of consultants or the sources of services are met. In 

the context of this study, the analysis of the use of consultants has positive and negative effects. 

 

3 The effects of public service reforms 
3.1 Training and skill transfer 

The apartheid legacy on skill shortage has negative effects on transformation of public service. 

The initial use of private consultants was to transfer skills and train public service staff while conducting 

daily public duties. However, lack of skilled staff to carry out departmental duties has been highlighted 

as increasing the costs of personnel in some of the Auditor General Reports (AGSA, 2012-2013). The 

government is compelled to borrow skills from private companies and non-governmental organization to 

fill up the gap of skill shortage in areas of Supply Chain Management (SCM). Sheoraj (2007) noted that 

skills and capacity shortages have been identified as the single greatest impediment to the success of 

public procurement in South Africa. Migiro and Ambe (2008) argues that many SCM actors in the South 

African public sphere have attended a number of training workshops on SCM, but they still lack the 

appropriate knowledge for proper implementation. 

McCarthy (2006) contends that there is a lack of capacity and knowledge by SCM actors to handle 

procurement processes that have led to bad governance. The South African government embarks on 

programmes that educate practitioners, but implementation of its programmes always falls short. To 

fully achieve SCM objectives, the National Treasury provides support by facilitating the development of 

appropriate training materials to government departments, municipalities and municipal entities 

(National Treasury, 2005). However, the shortage of skills has been a re-concurrent theme in public 

discussion. It can be noted that some departments struggle to replace some positions where scares 

skills are required like in the field of auditing and accounting. According to the AGSA (2013, 31) skills 

were not always transferred from consultants to departmental staff. In some applicable instances, the 

transfer of skills was not included as a specific deliverable in the contract, while in other instances the 

transfer of skills was included as a deliverable but not effective. 

The need to produce knowledge compels government to respond to such demands by providing 

infrastructure and capacity using civil servants and by soliciting contractual services from external 

bodies like policy centres, institutes, universities and non-governmental organisations (NGO’S). 
Knowledge production also imply a that training institutions like universities and research institutes 

should conduct research to advise the decision-makers and of policy-makers in providing alternatives 

for skill shortage. New innovations emerging from the private sector also pushes the need for private 

service providers especially in professional areas like Accounting, Statistics, Information Technology 

& Science and Public Accounting. 

Table 1   Expenditure on consultants in the South African public sector (2008-2011) 
 

 
Departments 

Total expenditure on 

consultants 

(2008-09 to 2010-11) 

R million 

Number of 

contracts 

audited 

Best available value of 

contracts 

audited 

R million 

Correctional Services 2 036 436 397 27 214 101 981 

Defence 10 440 133 499 12 1 192 464 067 

Environmental 

Affairs 
550 578 304 15 57 559 586 

Health 416 206 460 7 301 609 304 
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Departments 

Total expenditure on 

consultants 

(2008-09 to 2010-11) 

R million 

Number of 

contracts 

audited 

Best available value of 

contracts 

audited 

R million 

Police 4 039 402 995 9 596 496 726 

Rural Development 1 007 855 279 13 305 401 957 

Transport 1 860 023 757 16 1 884 052 8253 

Water affairs 4 263 219 772 25 953 640 308 

TOTAL 24 613 856 463 124 5 505 326 754 

Source: Office of the Auditor General in South Africa, 2013. 
 

3.2 Rising costs on human resources 

Figure one illustrates the total government expenditure on consultants in different public 

departments in South Africa (AGSA, 2013: 19). The AGSA selected 124 projects from different 

departments and identified the total amount of costs from 2008 up to 2012 as the sum of R24 613 856 

463. However, tendencies of contract management and consultancy work have increased over the years 

and it is reflected as escalating costs towards the personnel provision in South Africa. In cases where 

there is less competent staff, consultants were hired to do the job while the hired staff remains on the 

pay-roll. This doubled the payment of personnel at the end of the day. 

The AGSA (2013) recorded some deficiency on payment of consultants, where oversight and 

proper internal controls before authorisation payments were lacking. Payments were made without 

proof that the project managers verified that contractual deliverables were rendered according to the 

required standards. Lack of accountability and monitoring on the government side resulted in 

departments paying the consultants more than what was budgeted for. According to AGSA (2013: 13), 

the use consultants can be viewed as economic when the acquisition of resources include a competitive 

procurement process for appointment of consultants and the creation and maintenance of a permanent 

staff capacity was required; efficient when achievement of an optimal relationship between the outputs 

produced by consultants and the resources expended by departments to remunerate these consultants 

and its effective when the objectives that informed the appointment of consultants or sourcing of 

services are met. Similarly, the use of consultants bears minimal positive effects when these values are 

considered. However, we can deduce that the South African public sector commits less on the element 

of value for money on procurement of services. 

3.3 Non-compliance with policies and regulations 
Supply Chain Management is guided by a number of related policies and regulations (National 

Treasury, 2005). Compliance with these policies and regulations is a problem. As indicated by Matthee  

(2006), some of the practices relating to non-compliance with the rules and procedures relate to the 

tendency not to utilise a competitive process for both quotations and bids, and incorrect utilisation of the 

preference points system. Van Zyl (2006) also asserts that there is a lack of appropriate bid committees; 

use of unqualified suppliers, passing over of bids for incorrect reasons; utilisation of the incorrect 

procurement process in respect of the thresholds; extensions of validity periods; and incorrect utilisation 

of the limited bidding process. Furthermore, Ambe and Badenhorst-Weiss (2011b) noted that there are 

inadequate controls and procedures for the handling of bids; appointment of bid committee members not 

aligned to policy requirements; and insufficient motivation for deviations from SCM procedures. While 

the National Treasury’s guide to accounting officers prescribes a standard approach towards SCM 

procedure, in many instances there is lack of compliance and application of the guidelines. This has 

resulted in differentiation in approaches and a lack of standardisation. According to McCarthy (2006), 

the completeness of tender documents in many municipalities is difficult to verify. The current Auditor 

General Report (2012) on the investigation on the use of consultancy points out clearly that non-

compliance on SCM include lack of monitoring and enforcement of compliance and appropriate 

actions are also not taken against those who contravene existing laws, regulations and policies. 

3.4 Transparency and accountability 
Accountability, fraud and corruption constitute a central pillar to public procurement (Soudry, 

2007). Without transparent and accountable systems, the vast resources channeled through public 
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procurement systems run the danger of being entangled with increased corruption and misuse of funds 

(Jeppesen, 2010). According to Mahlaba (2004), fraud and corruption cost South African tax payers 

hundreds of millions of rand each year. Over the last few years, the impact of fraud has led to the 

promulgation of special legislation and improvement in existing legislation that led to the creation, 

among others, of the Directorate of Special Operations, commonly known as the Scorpions, the Asset 

Forfeiture Unit, the Public Protector, the Special Investigation Unit, Commercial Crime Units, Internal 

Audit Units, Special Investigation Units within departments, and the appointment of forensic consultants. 

Up to date, there has been little progress made to eradicate corruption and maladministration. The total 

costs of corruption, duplication  of services, training reflect the abuse of state funds by the parties 

involved. 

3.5 Ethical dilemma 

There are basically two fundaments criticism leveled against the use of consultants, that there is 

little evidence that private consultants and contracted workers bring efficient service delivery, their 

work can sit uneasy with the values of Public Administration like accountability, equity, transparency, 

fairness, justice, citizenship, integrity, impartiality and justice. They can divert the  government 

interests towards business values like efficiency, competition, adding value for money and customer 

service, and profit making (Cameroon, 2009: 4). Ethics is the study of moral judgments and right and 

wrong conduct conflicts greatly with SCM implementation in terms of value judgment and norms and 

standards of public service. Enormous power is wielded by some chief financial officers but there is also 

a lack of proper consultation with other senior officials. Public Servants and consultants have a 

responsibility of ensuring that procurement within the supply chain is management is conducted in an 

ethical manner, where focus is on the value for money, efficiency, effectiveness and economy. 

 

4 Implications for service delivery 
The South African government is obligated by the Constitution (1996) to regulate the processes of 

SCM with the intention to delivery efficient and effective services for the general welfare. However, 

negative effects on supply change impact on service delivery. Government have realised the 

considerable scope to accomplish significant value for money improvements, consisting of both cost 

reductions and cost avoidance, through the current procurement reforms (AGSA, 2012). However, the 

effects indicated on the economic, effective, efficient use of the consultant’s impact on service delivery 

process in public service (AGSA, 2013: 13). It is imperative for the government to be responsive to the 

stakeholders by providing a participatory approach in curbing negative effects on SCM and strengthen 

positive effects. Various methods can be applied to expedite the intervention through public for a, 

feedback meetings on quality circles, announcement of procurement contracts for public scrutiny in the 

local news papers and correspondence with public on project-management through the media. During 

this process, the National Treasury, as the custodian of procurement guidelines, must make sure that 

procurement code of conduct and its applications are constantly monitored and reviewed with much 

recommendation from all the stake-holders. 

 

5 Conclusions and recommendations: The way forward to consultancy services 
This paper alluded on a number of concerns on the effects of the use of consultants in the South 

African Public Service. Against this background, it is evident that public procurement practitioners in 

South Africa require specific knowledge about the procurement objective, SCM policy, preference 

procurement policies and so forth in order to manage the procurement process effectively. The trajectory 

of these effects highlighting the need for consultants to be properly managed. Contestation from various 

scholars suggests that the use of any consultant needs to be constantly monitored and management. This 

is particularly true when specialist, high cost professional services are utilised or when former state 

employees are involved. There are a number of issues that could be considered to enhance effective, 

efficient consultancy in the South African public sector: 

(1) Therefore, it is critical that policy and decision-makers consider developing skills and 

knowledge through continuous specialised training programmes. Training of public service must involve 

experts from specialized fields like Governance, Public Administration & Public Finance scholars from 
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Universities, Consultants and legal advisors. 

(2) Information on skills in the public service in relation to job requirements should be provided and 

be a public knowledge in service points and government information services to contribute towards 

addressing the skills gap. Monthly reviews on the closure of vacant positions should be conducted to 

assist in addressing skill shortage. 

(3) Research should also be conducted on how appropriate interventions can assist in this problem, 

with much emphasis on learning from other public sector cases of best practices on the use of consultants 

abroad, in Africa and in the South African Development to reduce the vacancy rate and improve the 

recruitment processes. There must a continuous monitoring of Supply Chain Management practices. 

(4) The government should promote a contractual relationship between citizens and government to 

build a service orientated governance. Stakeholders should be involved in the bidding process and 

employ centralisation and decentralisation for different categories of goods and services at the best value 

for money. 
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