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Exploring the food choices ECD sites 
make for children

FACING THE 
CHALLENGE
Ilifa Labantwana’s 
ECD COVID-19 Response Project
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Testing new models of feeding
The ECD COVID-19 Response Project aimed to test new models of feeding, through the use of 
digital vouchers redeemable by ECD programmes at local spaza shops. The CoCare voucher 
system was selected as the mechanism through which vouchers would be delivered to beneficiaries 
and redeemed. 

Ilifa Labantwana hoped to prove that  
ECD sites would make choices that benefit 
children nutritionally, and to identify 
areas where more support, research and 
advocacy is needed.

Background
In 2020 Ilifa Labantwana initiated its COVID-19 Response 
Project to help unregistered Early Childhood Development 
(ECD) programmes in South Africa survive the pandemic 
and meet stringent government protocols in order to 
reopen. Through three implementing partners – SmartStart, 
The Unlimited Child and Violence Prevention Through Urban 
Upgrading (VPUU) – the Project provided compliance 
packs and other reopening support, and digital vouchers, 
used to financially assist ECD staff through the crisis and 
provide nutritious food for thousands of vulnerable children. 

In addition to immediate crisis relief, the Project sought to 
test systems through which the South African government 
might in future support ECD sites (regardless of registration 
status) to become nutrition hubs for children aged 0-5 within 
their local communities.

Guidelines provided to ECD sites
To assist NGO partners and ECD sites in providing nutrition 
support to children, Ilifa Labantwana developed a guideline 
document, which recommended 10 food purchases. 

In the context of reduced household income, high protein 
foods are more likely to be substituted for starch-rich foods, 
compromising nutritional intake. The 10 recommended 
foods were therefore high in protein, but commonly 
available in local stores.

Guidelines also explained what choices ECD sites had for 
using their vouchers based on whether the site was open 
for ECD or not, and choosing to either serve cooked meals 
to children or distribute food parcels to children linked to 
the site. A detailed set of menus and meal plans based on 
the Department of Health (DoH) Nutrition Guidelines for 
ECD Centres (2016) was also shared with the ECD sites in 
the Project. Additional recipes developed by Grow Great1 
were also provided. 

The Project provided guidance on food purchases and 
feeding options, but allowed ECD managers/owners to 
purchase foods according to their programme’s needs and 
what was available in local contexts. 

As such, the vouchers were not designed as conditional 
vouchers (i.e. with strict rules about what beneficiaries can 
purchase) as the Project wanted to learn what unregistered 
ECD sites would do if given a high degree of choice. 

1 The Grow Great Campaign seeks to mobilise South Africa towards a national 
commitment to zero stunting by 2030. www.growgreat.co.za

https://www.growgreat.co.za/
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Feeding choices
In a survey conducted in November-December 2020 with 
1,090 sites (64% of total sites), Ilifa Labantwana investigated 
the opening status and feeding choices of ECD sites. As 
Figure 1 shows, half of the sites had reopened for ECD at 
the time of the survey and were providing cooked meals for 
the returning children with their vouchers. Another 8% of 
sites were open and had chosen to distribute food parcels 
rather than cook at the site, while a further 4% were also 
open and providing both cooked meals and food parcels.

Most common food purchases 
The survey also explored the types of foods and other 
items being purchased with vouchers, backed up by 
observations made by field monitors. Figure 2 (below) 
shows the most common foods purchased by the surveyed 
ECD sites with their site vouchers.

Figure 1: Opening and feeding status of ECD sites
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Figure 2: Most common food purchases

What did we learn?
The findings are both encouraging and concerning. Tinned 
pilchards were the most common food item purchased, 
with 86% of the surveyed sites buying this highly nutritious 
food. Unsurprisingly, 82% of sites also purchased mealie-
meal and rice, while full-cream milk was also common 
(75% of surveyed sites). Encouragingly, fresh vegetables 
were also high up the list of common purchases, with 
73% of surveyed sites buying vegetables such as onions, 
tomatoes, cabbage and butternut.  

Of concern, but not surprising, is the fact that 61% of the 
sites purchased sugar with their vouchers. Juice was also 
common (53%), and yet only 41% of the sites purchased 
the much healthier fruit for their children. This may be 
because fruit is expensive and spaza shops may not 
regularly stock it. Raw meat such as chicken pieces was 
purchased by 29% of the sites, but more popular was the 
purchase of highly processed meats such as polony (34%). 

Although snacks such as crisps and other unhealthy foods 
were observed, and there was clearly a deficit of foods 
such as eggs, leafy greens and vegetables, it was evident 
that, with some intentional input, ECD sites could become 
important providers of nutritious meals to young children, 
supporting cognitive development and thereby mitigating 
conditions such as malnutrition and obesity.
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ECD staff can make 
good nutrition 
choices
The ECD COVID-19 Response Project has shown that 
ECD staff can respond to guidance around feeding and 
nutrition, and that there is a great desire to feed children a 
balanced and healthy diet, even if some more advocacy 
and guidance is needed. 

There is still a need for a significant amount of research into 
what foods ECD sites are feeding their children, and how 
they prepare it. NGOs can play a major role in monitoring 
these food patterns at ECD sites so that nutrition experts 
can analyse these patterns and make recommendations.

A Durban ECD site showing the balance of foods served on a 
daily basis.

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


