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ECD sites can become nutrition hubs 
for young children

FACING THE 
CHALLENGE
Ilifa Labantwana’s 
ECD COVID-19 Response Project
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Food was distributed through selected unregistered 
ECD sites, which received a fortnightly digital CoCare 
voucher by SMS, redeemable at a Flash or Kazang vendor 
(typically a small spaza shop located in a township or rural 
area). Depending on their situation, ECD sites could feed 
children cooked meals or prepare food parcels. The size of 
each voucher was determined by the number of children 
registered at the programme. Vouchers ranged in size from 
R250 for small ECD sites to R8,400 for the largest ones. 

In South Africa, the latest nationally 
representative data indicates a stunting rate 
of 27% among 0-5 year olds1, which is much 
higher than in many other middle income 
countries2. The National School Nutrition 
Programme provides meals for older children 
through schools, but there is no national 
feeding programme for children before school-
going age. And yet, the first 1,000 days of a 
child’s life is the critical period for physical 
and neurological development, shown to have 
significant impacts on future learning, income 
earning potential and improved health. 

Government currently provides a subsidy 
of R17 per child per day for around 625,000 
children in registered ECD programmes and 
50% of this may be used for meals3. There are 
over a million poor children already accessing 
ECD programmes who do not receive this 
benefit. Ilifa Labantwana believes that young 
children should be reached with nutrition 
support in ECD programmes, irrespective of 
their registration status.

There is currently no national 
feeding programme for young 
children in South Africa

Background
The COVID-19 pandemic paralysed South Africa’s ECD 
sector, forcing sites to close and threatening livelihoods 
and child wellbeing. Unregistered programmes serving 
the poorest children were most at risk. In a time when 
households’ food security was severely constrained, Ilifa 
Labantwana saw the particular risk that acute malnutrition 
among young children posed, and the negative impacts for 
millions of children losing out on essential ECD services. 
Ilifa urgently mobilised resources and partnerships, raising 
R36m in funds and launching the ECD COVID-19 Response 
Project in September 2020. The Project’s objective was 
twofold: to ensure unregistered ECD sites were in a position 
to reopen as soon as possible and to provide nutrition 
support to vulnerable children. 

Can ECD programmes become nutrition hubs?
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The Project sought to illustrate the extent to which ECD 
programmes can become nutrition hubs for young children, 
regardless of their registration status. Through the provision 
of digital vouchers, the three implementing NGO partners 
– The Unlimited Child, SmartStart and Violence Prevention 
Through Urban Upgrading (VPUU) – ensured nutrition 
support was provided for 4.5 months to over 30,000 
children (aged 0-5 years) attending over 1,700 ECD sites. 

https://www.dsd.gov.za/index.php/latest-news/21-latest-news/183-social-development-sets-up-workstreams-to-conduct-risk-assessment-and-state-of-readiness-for-the-early-childhood-development-ecd-centres#:~:text=Of%20this%20number%2C%20800%20654,R17%2
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The following major lessons were learned 
during the Project

1 NGO partners can identify and 
verify beneficiaries 

To ensure food reached the intended recipients, appropriate 
ECD sites and ECD managers/principals were identified 
and verified by NGO partners. This leveraged partners’ 
existing networks and databases, but also required 
additional data collection. There is a need for a system 
to ensure that correct data is gathered and supplied. 

2 Support and monitoring ensures 
delivery

Many unregistered ECD sites had not provided food 
before and thus partners conducted sessions with all sites 
explaining requirements and expectations for providing 
nutrition that benefits children. Each site manager was 
asked to sign a simple agreement, stating the purpose of 
the voucher, and how they were to use and account for it. 

Various mechanisms monitored the vouchers intended for 
ECD feeding. Redemption reports sent by Flash showed 
all vouchers issued, along with their expiry date and 
redemption date. Available every few days, they were a 
good way of tracking what the system has sent out and 
what has been redeemed. However, they did not indicate 
who actually received and used the voucher, nor what was 
purchased. If the voucher PIN was somehow intercepted, 
or sent to the wrong person, the voucher could have been 
used adversely. 

ECD managers filled in the tracking tool in great detail, 
recording what was purchased, where and the challenges 
faced.

3 ECD staff went the extra mile to 
provide nutritious food

ECD owners went the extra mile to provide a range of 
nutritious food. They often had to hire transport (at their 
own expense) to travel to bigger shops or stores  which 
could supply all their grocery needs. They kept receipts 
and feeding records and followed all the various monitoring 
mechanisms to a high standard, especially where they were 
able to work closely with field monitors. ECD staff were 
deeply committed and able, not only to cook daily meals, 
but also to pack and distribute food parcels in the context 
of a humanitarian crisis. 

4 ECD feeding sparked increased 
attendance and fee payment

The ECD staff survey (February-March 2021) indicated 
that many site managers/owners felt strongly that their 
use of the feeding vouchers during  the COVID-19 
pandemic strengthened and enhanced their reputation and 
connection to the parents of children in their programme 
and the wider community. As a result, more children 
were returning to their programmes in 2021, and more 
parents were paying fees in recognition of the support their 
households had received. 

Ilifa Labantwana 
provided a site voucher 
tracking tool distributed 
to participating ECD 
sites so they could 
record purchases. 
Sites were asked to 
supply receipts where possible, but many spaza 
shops do not issue receipts. So in addition 
to listing the purchases on the tracking tool, 
photographs were provided by the ECD sites. 

To see the kinds of food ECD staff provided, 
read: Exploring the food choices ECD sites 
make for children.*

*available at: https://ilifalabantwana.co.za

https://ilifalabantwana.co.za
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This Project has shown that unregistered ECD sites have 
the desire and ability to provide nutrition that benefits 
children, notwithstanding the fact that they may be in need 
of guidance and assistance from government and other 
ECD sector role-players. This is also likely to encourage 
parents to send their children to ECD programmes, 
supporting opportunities for early learning too.

With the right 
support, ECD sites 
can become nutrition 
hubs

“This support was very beneficial for us, the 
children and the community. Many of the parents 
are not working so there is real hunger in the home. 
I have more children coming to my ECD centre 
now because their parents say ‘We know that 
when you have something you will give it to us’. 
The community is supporting us now because we 
supported them in a rough time. They tell each other 
‘You must go to Uthandolwethu because they have 
good service.’ So it was very beneficial.”

Gloria Dube, ECD site owner in Amaoti near Durban 

Initially there was concern that local 
spaza shops may not have the capacity 
to meet the surge in demand created by 
the ECD programmes. However, they met 
the demands of  the larger vouchers on a 
regular basis and even started supplying 
fruit and vegetables. There is further 
potential to foster partnerships between 
local food gardens and spaza shops to 
supply ECD sites, thereby stimulating the 
local food economy. 

Stimulating the local 
food economy  

The ECD Covid Response Project was implemented in 
partnership with

Ilifa Labantwana works to secure an equal start for all children living in South 
Africa through universal access to quality early childhood development.

For more information on this or any other programme, 
please visit www.ilifalabantwana.co.za

The ECD COVID-19 Response Project was made 
possible through the generous support of


