Human Resources Management 

Having lived, worked, studied and traveled in over 30 countries and 5 continents, I have long since given up on the idea that "I KNOW BEST" and  (when accepting an assignment as a Development Educator) I should:

"Go to the People, Live Among Them, Learn From Them, Love Them,

Start With What They Know, Build On What They Have, 

And The Best Leaders, When Their Task Is Done,

Will Hear the People Say, We Did It Ourselves."
In May 2005, I began a 17-day Human Resources Management Assignment in Southern Russia. My assignment was to assist the “Yuzhno-Rossiskaya” Association of Consumer Credit Cooperatives (YURAKS) in Rostov-on-Don, Russia (population approximately 2 million)  & one of YURAKS’ members, “Soyuz Bankovskih Sluzhaschikh” Consumer Society (SBS) in Volgodonsk (population approximately 250,000).

 At YURAKS I was to work at improving the organization’s capacity to provide training to its members on human resources management. In addition, I was to provide a training seminar on effective human resources management. 

In addition, at both YURAKS and SBS, I was to analyze current issues related to managing employees and provide detailed recommendations on organizational structures, salary/bonus considerations, job descriptions, and regular employee performance evaluations.

Finally, I was to advise management on how to improve their supervision skills and outline a plan of action focused on improving both organizations’ human resources management practices.

 I had completed similar assignments in several Republics of the former Soviet Union (as well as in Africa) and this assignment proved to be no less challenging.

It would have been very easy (and very smug) to quote, all the “correct” theories concerning how to properly administer a Human Resources Management Program. However, both organizations were (and are) fully knowledgeable concerning the theoretical background surrounding management in a cooperative. Instead of theory, they were seeking practical/usable information and documentation.

The people that I worked with know very well how cooperatives should operate, how they operate in the West and how they operate in Russia today. They are experts themselves. They have learned a lot through training (including study tours abroad and technical assistance) and through their practical work in Russia. They are active in advocating enabling legislation. Their knowledge is a source for other Russians to learn about credit cooperatives (and cooperatives in general). Both organizations’ employees (and volunteers) include people with a higher education in finance and law. They are comfortable with the modern concepts of management. What they lack is a practical knowledge of human resources management at a cooperative (credit union).

The important focus on the assignment was to be the practical application of human resources management principles in the every day life of a credit union – and more so, adjusted to the realities of a small credit union. Credit unions in Russia (in general) have relatively small staffs, low salaries, and not very many qualified people interested in the positions that are offered. Sometimes it is a big challenge to find even one suitable candidate.

The seminar/workshop would not involve many people and it would need to be brief  (due to work and/or travel restrictions). Consequently, the seminar/workshop was to focus on the most burning issues for today’s cooperatives and these issues would need to be fine-tuned with the host staff  (prior to the workshop). Finally, the seminar/workshop was to be conducted in a format that involved the active participation of the audience. 

  I am more that pleased to report that all phases of the assignment were successfully completed. It is important to remember that there were thousands of "credit unions" in the Russia before there was even one credit union in the United States. Just before the Bolshevik coup d'etat, Russia had the greatest number of credit cooperative members in the world.

Cooperatives exemplify economic democracy and Russian Cooperatives (credit unions) like YURAKS and SBS are helping the Russian people to help themselves.

I would like to thank my Russian colleagues at YURAKS, SBS, and the other Russian cooperatives with whom I worked. They made this assignment one of the most memorable and rewarding assignments that I ever had the opportunity to experience.
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