IN PRACTICE | Q&A

Mike Mucha, GFOA's deputy
executive director, spoke
with Clae Hack, the chief
financial officer for the City
of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan,
about leadership, making a
difference in your community,
how governments can take
advantage of technology,

and his progression from
one of the smallest cities in
Canada to one of the largest.

Mike: I'm looking forward to getting

to know you. Let’s start with a little
background information on your current
position.

Clae: I'm the chief financial officer (CFO)
for the City of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan,
and inthatrole, I have five departments
in my portfolio. T have a corporate finance
team thatisresponsible for budgeting,
accounting, accounts payable, year-end
reporting, and other traditional finance
tasks. The corporate revenue team is
responsible for utility billing, property
tax, collections, and property assessment.
We have Saskatoon Land, whichisa
somewhat unique feature fora city
government—we are actually one of the
largestland developersin the region. We
bringland to market and reinvest profits
backinto the city. Since 2007, Saskatoon
Land hasreturned more than $140 million
in profits back to the city to support key
infrastructure and investmentsinto our
affordable housing program. We also have
our Supply Chain Management team, who
focuses on procurement and inventory
management. The final department

is Corporate Risk Management, which
includes a team of one person that handles
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ourriskmanagement planning and
processes. Overall, the teams that
reportup tome include about 200
people.Iam also a partof the city’s
executive leadership team thatreports
tothe city manager.

That’s an impressive portfolio and
team. For comparison, how large is
the City of Saskatoon, and what else, in
addition to Saskatoon Land, makes it
unique among other municipalities?

For the most part, our core functions
would be comparable to most other
cities. We have about 4,000 full-time
equivalentemployees serving a
population of around 300,000, and we
provide common functions—police,
fire, recreation, transportation, and
roadways. Besidesland development,
the other thing we do that would be
unique tomost cities is operating our
own power utility. We run Saskatoon
Lightand Power, which distributes
power to asignificant portion of the
city. They buy bulk power from the
provincial provider and are responsible
forits distribution within the city.

From my experience, the finance
office in Canadian local government
takes a slightly different focus than
governments in the United States,
and puts more emphasis on planning,
strategy, and performance. Would
you agree?

I'mnotall thatfamiliar with the
structure or scope of finance within
United Stateslocal government. I

know thatin myrole here we do try to
focus on being broader leaders within
the organization. Because herein
Saskatoon, we have those different
teams under the CFO, it does provide
the opportunity to branch out from
traditionalrolesin finance, budgeting,
and accounting. I definitely feel that
we are a key strategic advisor to the city
manager and council. We are involved
on the ground floor of a lot of decisions
thathave financialimplications for
thecity. That's one of the reasons why
Ireally enjoy working in municipal
government. lam involved in decisions
daily thataffect 300,000 people. It's
not simply keeping the books.

We are involved on the ground floor of a lot of decisions

that have financial implications for the city. That's one of the
reasons why | really enjoy working in municipal government.
| am involved in decisions daily that affect 300,000 people.
It's not simply keeping the books.

Speaking of being involved in
decisions affecting the community,
what are some of the biggest
challenges facing the city right now?

We could talk for the nexttwo days
about challenges, but mostly, I think
our challenges are similar to those of
other municipalities. One question
thatwe are always trying to tackle is
how to deliver affordable high-quality
services with an expanding portfolio.
Forus, thatincludes reconciliation,
housing, and environmental
sustainability. The post-pandemic
period has stretched many citizens
and businesses with inflation not
seeninageneration, and we are
nodifferent. We are seeing some
significant costincreases thathitat
our ability to deliver service.

2024 was avery difficultbudget
year for the city. We tried to find the
rightbalance between service levels
and affordability. In going through
the budget process, I'm proud of the
work we did, butI'm not sure thatjob
to make those decisions and balance
competing priorities will ever be

done. Continuing to look at service
levels, citizen expectations, priorities,
and making sure we are efficientand
effective will always be important.
Each year going forward, I expect this
will always be animportant decision
thatwe need tomake and address with
key stakeholders at the time.

Making budget decisions relies on
good data. | saw that the city recently
implemented a new enterprise
resource planning (ERP) system.

How did that project go, and do you
anticipate the system playing a role in
supporting decisions in the future?

WhenIfirststarted with the cityin
2015, there was asmall group of us
who saw the opportunity thatanew
system could bring. We were struggling
with disjointed systems and noreal
single source of truth. I co-led an effort
tobring together a business case to
getthe wheels off the ground for the
project. After several years, we were
able toinvestin the project and move
forward with acquiring SAP. I played a
steering committee memberrole on the
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project. I'm not sure you are ever really
done with projectimplementation. In
terms of the formal project, we delivered
itvery quickly. The city implemented
finance, humanresources, payroll,
procurement, and assetmodulesina
12-month period, which we completed
on time and on budget. Because of the
pace and aggressive timeline, however,
we ended up with amuch longer period
working toward stabilization and are
now involved with refining the system.
Forgains, I agree that the biggest
advantage of the system ishaving
more and better data. We understand
much more about our spending trends
and assetdata, and we can use thisin
planning and budgeting to guide being
more strategic in procurement and our
assetmanagement plans. We were also
able toimprove our controls. Before the
project, there was a general mindset
that our controls were adequate—but
implementing the system made us
realize we had room forimprovement.
We have been able to re-deploy staff
thatwere involved in data entry tasks
intonewroles to either perform more
analysis or to support the new structure
ofinternal controls that will help with
cybersecurity and fraud prevention.

Anything that you would do differently
if you had the chance?

Welearned alotduringthe
implementation. It's easy to second-
guess decisions. The one area that
stands out tome is we should have spent
more time on the change management
process. Going into the project, we knew
thatwehad alot oflegacy systems and
processes and did not want to recreate
ourold system in SAP. Because many of
our existing processes were not going to
move forward, we didn't spend a lot of
time mapping or documenting existing
processes. When we started training
onthenew system, it was difficult
tounderstand the change impact for
users, and weranintochallenges.
Lookingback, I thinkitwould have
been helpful to have a clearer picture
regarding the impact that transitioning
from existing processes to new
processes were going tohave on the
organization. We could then do a better
jobatcommunicating the change. When
we wentlive, there was a steep learning

curve for alot of users. We worked hard
toaddressissuesas quickly as possible
and continue to provide improvement
within the system, but there is some
clean-up work thatI would hope to
avoid if given another opportunity.

Technology offers a lot in terms of
transparency, but data and information
are two different things. GFOA has tried
to get finance officers to think outside
the box when it comes to communicating
financial information. Our current
fiscal fluency initiative carries on

the work that you were involved with

a few years ago at GFOA, related to
developing recommendations for
online transparency. In your opinion,
how is technology changing the way
that governments communicate?

Ienjoyed working on GFOA’s online
transparency taskforce. It can be
difficult to setaside time to focus on
one particular topic, but serving on

the committee really provided that
opportunity. We were in Chicago for one
of our meetings and I probably learned
more about transparency during that
onemeeting thanIdid up tothat point
inmy career. It'seasy toget stuckin the
weeds of an issue, but taking a step back
and working with peers and experts at
GFOA canreally help you understand
theissue from different perspectives.

With public-sector transparency,
there will always be demand for more
and more—butI'm not sure that's what
the average citizen wants. There are
real challenges to information overload.
There is also so much misinformation,
and it can be difficult for someone to
ensure they are getting the correctinfo
and facts. Ido believe that open datais
good for government and that, for the
most part, governments do a good job.
Asleaders, we should encourage it. I
alsothinkwe need to do abetter jobat
connecting with the average citizen who
doesn'thave time toread a 100-page
reportor download a large dataset.

In Saskatoon, our traditional approach
hasalwaysbeen to provide anewsrelease
with key messages along with ourreports,
and thenlet our audience decide what
information or facts are important tothem.
While thisisafoundational approach,
However, with the existence of somuch
misinformation, the effectiveness of
that strategy is waning. We now try to
be more purposeful and direct with our
messaging on social media and other
channels. We also try to use common
language. In my view, one of the biggest
challengesis that your average citizen
isbusy withlife and doesn’t have time to
tuneinto everything the city puts out.

Challengesin the mediaindustryalso
have animpactonlocal government
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transparency. With strained resources
and and in some cases reduced
resources within local media, they
alsodon'talways have the time to
understand the intricacies of all civic
issues. More and more responsibility
will be on local governments to
communicate directly with citizens
and avoid misinformation.

Is that something you spend time on
now, working to communicate finance
information directly to citizens?

Overall, the city does a great job of
providing information through our
website, including financial reports
and our annual Service, Savings, and
Sustainability Report. Finance obviously
supports thoseinitiatives, but we also
have agreatcommunications team. I

do alsogetgrilled by the guys athockey
every week, though, and do my best

to provide truthful answers. They
always seem to do theirresearch on
municipalissuesrightbefore the weekly
hockey game and are ready with tough
questions on the budget, snow removal,
or other pressing city issues.

Where do you see the next technology
innovation in government?

I'minterested to see where artificial
intelligence (AI) goes and where it plays

Be patient. Listen. If  had one piece of advice for new leaders,
it would be to take the time to understand the culture you are
coming into before making widespread changes.

intofinance.Icansee alotofvalue

in proactive analytics for scanning
datasets for trends. Right now, we

have people manually go through

our procurement spend and find
opportunities todeliver amore strategic
procurement approach. Using AItodo
that work could be an opportunity to
increase thelevel of analysis and do so
more efficiently. It seems like there are
other data entry tasks, report writing,
orresearch that could be improved with
Al.Wedon'thave any formalinitiatives
atthe city, but some staff have begun
playing around with its functionality,
especially for research. I'm interested
to see where this tool will go for
municipal government and how it could
potentially align with our SAP system
toenhance the usefulness of the vast
amounts of data within the system.

I saw that the city has been successful
with another project, implementing

a social procurement strategy that
focuses on indigenous procurement.

Can you share some of the successes
of this effort?

Social, equitable, and indigenous
procurement hasbeen akey priority
for the city, even before Istarted.
While we've made alot of progress, I
wouldn't say we are ready to declare
success just yet. We've been able to
build a foundation, including making
updates to our procurement policy,
transitioning from a focus on low cost to
best value. We also developed a protocol
forindigenous procurement. This
provided specifications for indigenous
and equitable spending. Throughout
our entire effort, we had the support

of the council. Our director of supply
chain and procurement worked with
me and otherleaders from across the
organization to add new tools and
strategies for us as a city. We now have
the ability to provide direct awards
toindigenous-owned businesses

and tolook for opportunities for set-
aside contracts. We have also greatly
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| think organizations need to change the culture where
finance is seen as working to provide solutions and finance
can be the group to help bring others together under themes
of prioritization and resource allocation. Collaborative
culture working toward solutions is ultimately how we

can have the biggest impact for our community.

increased our education efforts, both
internally and externally, with the goal
of building social procurementinto the
strategy and working to grow our pool of
potential vendors. While we aren't there
yet, our council hasidentified a target
of five percent spend with indigenous-
owned businesses.

That'’s great, and it shows how
procurement professionals can help
align their policies to support overall
organizational goals. As | participate

in training and conferences related to
public procurement, one challenge that
always seems to come up is finding a
way to get procurement a seat at the
table. It seems like you've been able to
accomplish that with this project.

We are definitely trying to grow the
procurement office in that direction.
Itwasn'tlongago that the focus was

on shuffling paper and simply getting
requests for proposals (RFPs) out the
door. We're trying to bring a more strategic
approach to how we do procurement
atthe city. This means planning for
procurements earlier to ensure that
operations get the products and services
theyneed, we focus on getting the best
value, and we're notrunningintoissues
aftera procurement has already started.
By having procurement professionals
and operations at the table earlier

inthe process, we can address key
questions such as: Whatis the best way
to go tomarket? What risks does this
procurement have? What opportunities
could we include for indigenous
procurement? This ensures our
procurements are set upin the bestway to
maximize the value to the city. We don't
have theresources to do thatforevery
single procurement, but starting with
afewkey or high-profile procurements

each yearisagood way to begin to
change the culture and profile of a
city’'s procurement function.

Let’s transition to talking about your
career. Before starting as director

of finance for the City of Saskatoon,
you served as finance manager for
the City of Warman, which has a
population of 10,000. Do you feel that
you were prepared?

Ido. WhenIlookbackatmy time

in Warman, I'm glad that T had the
opportunity tolearnasmuchasIdid.I
thinkifIhad started in a big city, there
would have been the risk that I would
getsiloed into a specific area. Big
organizations obviously have more
people and much more specialization.
Atthe City of Warman, Iwas able to
have abroaderimpactand insightinto
avariety of areasincluding finance,
customer service, planning, economic
development, and bylaw enforcement.
Itgave me agood foundation and Iwas
able to understand and appreciate the
broad scope thata director of finance
or CFO has. Being much closer to those
functions in Warman, I'thinkIbetter
understand how all the pieces of a
bigger organization fit together, which
hashelped me in Saskatoon.

What is the biggest difference about
working in a small government
versus a large government?

There is obviously more complexity
inalarger organization. The portfolio
islarger and from an affordability
perspective, I think bigger cities are
justable to domore. However, I think
there are probably more similarities
than differences. I used tojoke when
Istarted in Saskatoon that many of
the same issues where presentin both

cities, butin Saskatoon, there were justa
fewmore zeros atthe end of the numbers.

Was it always your goal to become a
municipal CFO?

Igraduated from the University of
Saskatchewan and started working for
Deloitte. However, I knew that kind of
workwasn't forme. I wanted tobein
leadership and doing something where
the workhad more impact on stakeholders
in the community. After I got certified
asachartered professional accountant,
I'applied for an opportunity to work as
finance officer for the Rural Municipality
of Corman Park and got it. It wasn't until
afterIwasinvolved in the public sector
thatIreally appreciated the level of
impactIcould have on a community and
the personal and professional fulfilment
itbroughttome. From there, my career
advanced organically. Atthe time I took
thejobin Warman, Iwasliving there

and thoughtitwould be great to continue
doing the workI've enjoyed so much and
toworkless than five minutes from home.
While there, Imet and connected with the
CFO from Saskatoon, and within a couple
of months an opportunity at the City of
Saskatoon was available that I was lucky
enough to get and continue my career
pathonaneven larger scale.

Your rise up the career ladder has been
quick, going from your first job to CFO in
about ten years. | don’t have any official
statistics, but | would guess you're one
of the youngest CFOs for a city the size
of Saskatoon in the United States or
Canada. Any advice for someone just
starting out now and with similar career
goals?

Idon'tthinkIhave anythingtoo
prophetic. A piece of advice thathas
served me wellis to have a vision for your
career and ensure you are building your
skills to chase that vision. Younever
know when doors will open, but you
need tobeready when the opportunity
comes up. Inschool and early in your
career, it's easy to be overly focused on
the technical side of public finance.
Ifyourgoalistobecome atechnical
expert, thereisnothing wrong with that,
but for professionals with leadership
expectations, Ithink you can make

the mistake of focusing too much on
technical skills and ignoring the softer
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skillsets thatare critical toleadership
roles. Iwould recommend that people
interested in leadership positions focus
on public speaking and communications,
emotionalintelligence, change
management, strategic thinking,
relationship building, problem solving,
and other key leadership skills.

As you prepared for leadership
positions, how did you work on refining
your leadership skills?

I'm always open to formal leadership
development opportunities, but for the
mostpart, [relied on experience and
on-the-jobtraining. IThad the privilege

of greatleaders before me and was

aware of how they approached change
andleadership challenges, and what
they were successful with. Iwas able
toleverage their approaches to build

my own toolbox and adapt strategies to
fitmy style. Asaleader, Ialsorealized
thatIhave people under me who are
smarter and more technically skilled
thanIamattimes, and I've focused on
how tobestbuild ahigh-functioning
team working toward a shared vision.

For some people, Ican see how they
move up in an organization with superior
technical skills, if thatis the skill gap
anorganization is missing. For me, I
focused onrelationships and being able
to bring people together. In my career,
thatfocushasbeen agreat fit for what
each organization hasneeded at the time.
Inaway, thereisalways alittle bit of luck
involved, too. You can't always control
when opportunities are going to arise or if
your skillsetisthe one thatisneeded ata
particular time.

That’s a good point. | would agree that
luck plays a bit of a role. In my career, |
know that | benefited from mentors who
encouraged me to take risks. Sometimes
it would work out, and sometimes it
didn't—but | was able to learn and move
on. It seems like your career has been
similar. You haven't been afraid to take a
few risks.

Definitely. Ido know that youneed to
takerisks and try new things. I've always
feltthatif youwant tobeinleadership,
youneed to be able to leave your comfort
zone. Whether it's public speaking or
venturing out away from a group of
people youmay have started with in an

organization, taking on arole as project
manager, or taking a chance on yourself
inanew opportunity, I'thinkit's good to
challenge yourself. Asforrisks, I'd be
lyingifIsaid my heart wasn't pounding
when I decided to make the jump from
Warman to Saskatoon. Cominginasa
young director, I, along with everyone
elseon the team, was aware thatIdidn’t
have 25 years of experience like the
previousdirector. In hindsight, that was
arisk,and it putmein anuncomfortable
place. ButI knew I wanted itand was
confident in my skills. A once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity only comes once in
alifetime, and you shouldn't be afraid to
take on the challenge ifitaligns with the
vision you have for your career.

Having confidence in your abilities

as a leader is important, but it’s also
important to win over your team. How
did you approach gaining the trust of
your new team?

I've seen alotofleaders comein

under pressure to be the leaderright
away. Instead of trying to make quick
decisions, Iappreciated thatthere wasa
learning curve. Be patient. Listen. Take
the time tolearn and understand the
culture, existing relationships, and the
organization. IfIcame in guns blazing
tomake change, Idon’t think that would
have worked in the long term. Forme, I
really wanted to understand the people
and the processes. I alsowanted to
understand why. From there, I feltlike
Icould startbuilding trust, making
changes, and adding value. IfThad

one piece of advice for new leaders, it
would be to take the time to understand
the peoplein the organization and the
culture you are cominginto before
making widespread changes.

Now that you're in your third year as
CFO, can you assess your progress in
getting your team to align with your
vision and implement your style of
leadership?

We areinagood place. Ireallylike the
composition of our leadership team. I've
seen other organizations where thereis
alotof siloed decision making. We have
avery collaborative culture where we
bringin the finance expert, legal expert,
and operations expert. I know that
finance can have the perception of being

the “no people.” Ithink organizations
need to change the culture where
finance is seen as working to provide
solutions and finance can be the group to
help bring others together under themes
of prioritization and resource allocation.
Collaborative culture working toward
solutionsisultimately how we can have
the biggestimpact for our community.

I think it's important to understand
the real impact that finance can have
and the value that work adds to the
community.

Thatis aunique element of workingin
localgovernmentthatIlove.Icansee
the impact of my work. Recently, Iwas
driving with my two kids, who are eight
and six years old. They know I work for
the city, and when we saw a construction
site they asked, “Dad, are you building
that?” And while Iam notdirectly
involved in managing the project, Idid
havearoleinplanningforit, and it feels
good for them torecognize that.

Very cool. You may be the first municipal
finance officer to steal the show at the
elementary school career day.

It's always going to be tough to top the
police officer or fire fighter at those
career days, butI'll give municipal
finance officers my best shot! I doreally
appreciate that my kids know whatIdo,
and othersin the city see the value that
finance has to offer.

Mike Mucha is deputy executive director
for GFOA and director of GFOA’s Research
and Consulting Center.

@© TO LEARN MORE...

Check out the GFOA report, A Guide
to Online Financial Transparency,
at gfoa.org/materials/a-guide-to-
online-financial-transparency
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