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Government should leverage NGOs to reach 
and support unregistered ECD sites

FACING THE 
CHALLENGE
Ilifa Labantwana’s 
ECD COVID-19 Response Project
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In September 2020 all 1,700 unregistered sites participating 
in the ECD COVID-19 Response Project were closed, but 
by October 2020, 62% had been able to reopen. By March 
2021 almost all project sites had fully reopened, most of the 
children had returned, and an encouraging proportion of 
parents had recommenced paying fees. 

The Project targeted unregistered ECD sites in poor 
communities only, given that they were most vulnerable in 
the wake of COVID-19, and the least likely to obtain any 
government assistance due to their unregistered status. 
The three NGO partners were contracted to run all aspects 
of the Project with selected unregistered ECD sites within 
their networks. Over 1,700 ECD sites around South Africa 
were provided with comprehensive support to enable them 
to survive, reopen and become nutrition hubs for their 
communities. 

Ilifa Labantwana estimates that there are 
some 46,000 ECD programmes serving 
poor children aged 0-5 in South Africa; 
only around 16,000 programmes are 
registered with the government and 
therefore eligible to receive a subsidy. 
This leaves at least 30,000 unregistered 
programmes serving almost 900,000 poor 
children without any government support. 
Ilifa Labantwana believes government 
should find ways of connecting with 
ECD programmes, regardless of their 
compliance with currently unrealistic 
registration requirements, to provide 
support and collect information to 
inform planning and coordination.

Government provides no 
support to the majority of 
ECD programmes serving 
poor children in South Africa

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 COVID-19 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, as well as 
digital vouchers, used to financially assist nearly 3,500 ECD 
staff through the crisis and provide nutritious food for more 
than 30,000 vulnerable children. 

In addition to immediate crisis relief, the Project sought 
to test whether ECD NGOs could serve as a conduit of 
information and support between ECD sites and the state.

• COVID-19 compliance materials (containing all 
required cleaning and hygiene materials) and 
other compliance support such as improved 
water access and water storage capacity

• Income support for ECD staff through monthly 
digital vouchers

• Digital vouchers to enable ECD sites to feed 
their children for several months 

• Guidance and materials on ECD nutrition 

The Project also required NGO partners to monitor and 
report on the implementation and impact of the above 
support, which allowed Ilifa Labantwana to make important 
observations about the role of ECD NGOs in serving as 
conduits to ECD sites.

Project support to these 
sites included:

Targeting unregistered ECD sites
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The following important lessons arose from 
the Project:
Providing validated information on 
ECD sites, staff and children
• Partners were able to identify and validate unregistered 

ECD sites using their existing databases and networks. 
Where organisations did not have an existing network 
they conducted an audit of ECD sites in the community 
and consulted bodies such as ECD forums. The partners 
demonstrated that ECD NGOs can effectively identify 
and confirm the validity of ECD sites and staff through a 
variety of approaches including community verification, 
the collection of payslips, bank statements or affidavits.  

• To provide accurate data, NGOs must maintain an 
up-to-date database including key data, such as 
child numbers, staff members, registration status, etc. 
Organisations supporting ECD sites should include 
basic record keeping and data management modules 
in their training for ECD practitioners and staff. ECD site 
managers should also be trained and encouraged to use 
simple electronic tools such as Google Forms, which they 
can fill in and submit regularly, keeping accurate records 
of all staff members and children, along with records of 
payment, employment contracts etc.

• Systems for tracking child attendance need to be 
improved so that such data is more readily available, 
accessible and accurate.

• ECD sites should be assigned unique identification codes 
for all data collection and submission to avoid confusion 
where two or more sites have the same name. 

ECD site compliance and monitoring 
• Sites in urban areas were easy for partners’ field monitors 

to visit frequently, but in large rural provinces this was 
more difficult. Therefore, in some geographic areas, 
NGOs may require additional capacity to provide an 
expanded range of support and monitoring.

• Using local or community-based field monitors is a good 
way of ensuring monitoring can take place. National 
NGOs can work with local organisations to leverage the 
local-level relationships, knowledge and buy-in. 

• Partners’ field workers also had other responsibilities, and 
thus flexibility is required for field monitoring activities, 
including building in remote ways of monitoring and 
checking-in with sites. This can include the use of 
Whatsapp to send photographs.

• ECD forums can also play a crucial role in local 
monitoring of ECD sites.

ECD site managers should be trained to use simple 
electronic tools to keep accurate records of staff 
members and children, records of payment, 
employment contracts etc.
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Ilifa Labantwana maintains that government should work 
with ECD-focused NGOs and leverage off the existing local 
capacity, relationships and networks that exist to ensure a 
vibrant and supported ECD sector. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, South African ECD NGOs 
proved to be crucial conduits of relief and support. While 
taking on a humanitarian role stretched the capacity of the 
implementing partners, the lessons learnt from the Project 
provide a strong case for government to work with NGOs 
to collect information and support ECD programmes, 
irrespective of their registration status. 

Government should work with NGOs to ensure 
a vibrant and supported ECD sector

The COVID-19 compliance support 
packs contained masks for adults and 
children, temperature guns, spray guns for 
sanitising, sanitiser tablets, duct tape for 
social distancing protocols, rubber gloves, 
bleach and other cleaning equipment. 
Because of this, 91% of those sites had 
proper COVID-19 screening in place for 
children, parents and staff by the end of 
November 2020, while 90% had COVID-19 
communication material such as posters. 
Moreover, at 94% of the visited sites, all 
staff were observed to be wearing face 
masks correctly; while 87% had adequate 
handwashing stations.

With NGO support, even 
unregistered ECD sites can 
meet safety protocols

87%
of sites have 
adequate 
handwashing 
stations.

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

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.

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


