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Innovative payment systems can support 
unregistered ECD sites

FACING THE 
CHALLENGE
Ilifa Labantwana’s 
ECD COVID-19 Response Project
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Why Digital Vouchers?
Digital vouchers sent via cell phone provide a way to 
provide social relief of distress without the costs and risks 
associated with the distribution of food parcels. After 
intensive research into innovative payment systems, a 
digital food voucher system called CoCare was selected. 
It enables local identification of beneficiaries through 
trusted NGOs, and redemption at spaza shops and general 
dealers, stimulating the local economy. Recipients can 
also purchase food according to their needs, and what is 
available locally.

The size of site vouchers was calculated according to the 
number of children normally attending, and the duration 
of the programme. The table below shows these voucher 
dynamics for fortnightly ECD site vouchers.

Besides the 30,000 children fed, nearly 
3,500 ECD staff received monthly food 
vouchers which helped them survive 
without income. All ECD staff received 
R250 as income support in the context of 
reduced income from fees. 

Flash (the retail technology service provider) 
sends an SMS to the mobile phones of 
verified beneficiaries. This notifies recipients 
that they have received a CoCare voucher; 
it provides the amount of the voucher, the 
expiry date, and a voucher PIN number. 
Beneficiaries take this PIN number to their 
nearest Flash/Kazang vendor and may 
purchase essential items to the value of 
the voucher. The beneficiary may redeem 
the whole amount in one shop, or partially 
redeem it, in which case the system 
automatically sends a new PIN number for 
the balance of the voucher.

How the CoCare voucher 
system works:

Five-day programmes Three-day programmes

Voucher 
size

Range 
of child 

numbers

Voucher 
size

Range 
of child 

numbers
R250 - R250 6 or less

R420 6 or less R420 7-12

R700 7-10 R700 13-20

R980 11-15 R980 21-30

R1,400 16-20 R1,400 31-40

R1,820 21-30 R1,820 41-60

R2,520 31-40 R2,520 -

R3,500 41-60 R3,500 -

R5,320 61-90 R5,320 -

R8,400 101-161 R8,400 -

Voucher Impact

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, were a 
crucial component of the Project.

In addition to immediate crisis relief, the Project sought 
to test a digital voucher system through which the South 
African government might in future support ECD sites.
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3 Digital vouchers must be user-
friendly to minimise the need for 
on the ground support

While the system worked for the majority of beneficiaries 
(in particular, the redemption and food supply chain 
aspects), partners had  to work closely on the ground with 
beneficiaries to ensure the right support was available 
when a voucher could not be redeemed. Common issues 
included: cell phone network problems (particularly in rural 
areas), lost or stolen phones, vouchers being deleted by 
mistake, confusion about where to find the voucher, or not 
receiving the voucher. Electronic vouchers need to be highly 
functional and user-friendly to minimise  support needed.

4 Strict system security and 
control is necessary 

Voucher PINs must be secure and only accessible to the 
ultimate beneficiary to avoid vouchers being redeemed by 
individuals who are not the intended recipients. This in fact 
happened during the Project and was flagged when Flash 
identified that a number of vouchers were redeemed on one 
particular device in a short time period. Voucher/payment 
systems need to have full security considerations and 
control systems built into their design from the beginning, 
and ongoing, automated monitoring of a range of risk 
factors by the system operator to flag potential misuse.

What did we learn?
Many lessons were learnt about digital  voucher systems and their application to ECD programmes. 
These will feed into the further development and strengthening of the CoCare voucher system.  

1 Accurate collection of 
beneficiary data is essential

It is important to spend enough time making sure the 
initial beneficiary lists are as accurate as possible, with no 
malformed, incorrect or duplicate cell phone numbers.

2 The system needs to be flexible 
to cope with varied and dynamic 
demands

CoCare vouchers were initially designed for small 
household purchases and the application to ECD feeding 
put a certain amount of strain on the system due to the 
number of voucher types required and the need for some 
beneficiary details to be updated on an ongoing basis. 
Stronger, more flexible systems are needed for gathering, 
storing and making available up-to-date and accurate 
information on ECD sites, owners and staff in order to 
support voucher systems at a system-wide level.   

The below infographic shows the majority of voucher beneficiaries had a good experience

“These vouchers, we don’t take them for granted. 
They came timely. The need is there.”

Fikile Poka, ECD programme principal, Soweto.

Only             could not 
redeem their voucher

34%

51% had a very good experience, 
with no problems 
redeeming vouchers

8%
6%

1%
had a good experience,  
with only minor problems 
at spaza shops

had a good experience 
with minor SMS problems

experienced many 
problems but still 
redeemed vouchers 
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Innovative payment systems can be effective at channelling government and private sector support to ECD sites. If a 
similar system were to be adopted and scaled up by the government, certain logistical and technical aspects would have 
to be improved to make sure it works efficiently. Digital vouchers need to be flexible and context specific to work effectively 
in varied settings. Partnering with local NGOs is a useful way to mitigate many of the risks and challenges of implementing 
innovative funding systems for the ECD sector.

Innovative payment systems can work if they 
are adapted to the ECD setting

‘The vouchers were a critical part of our ECD 
centre because they enabled us to be able to 
open and welcome children into the centre. 
They bridged the financial gap as some of 
the parents were not making a proper salary 
that is able to cover the fees for their child. 
The children were better able to adjust to the 
new COVID-19 regulations without putting 
a financial strain on the parents. The food 
parcels that some of the children took home 
with them supported their families and 
ensured that there was food on the table.’

Ntombikayise Madlala, Durban, ECD programme 
principal

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


