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The latest nationally representative data indicates a stunting1 
rate of 27% among 0-5-year-olds in South Africa2, which is 
much higher than many other middle income countries3. 
The National School Nutrition Programme provides meals 
for older children through schools, but there is no national 
nutrition programme for pre-school children. And yet, the first 
1,000 days of a child’s life are 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 Early Childhood Development (ECD) 
programmes4 and only 50% of this may be used for meals. 
There are over a million poor children already accessing 
ECD programmes who do not receive this benefit. Ilifa 
Labantwana believes young children should be reached 
with nutrition support in ECD programmes, irrespective of 
their registration status.

• Reaches children where they are and in the 
critical window for preventing malnutrition

• Encourages ECD attendance, supporting early 
learning outcomes

• Leverages the capacity of ECD programmes to 
support child nutrition

• Empowers communities to support healthy 
nutrition choices

• Offers an opportunity to strengthen local food 
economies

• Can be achieved using digital food vouchers
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The ECD COVID-19 Response Project sought to 
illustrate the extent to which ECD programmes can 
become nutrition hubs for young children, regardless 
of their registration status. It also sought to test a digital 
voucher system through which government might in 
future support ECD sites. Through these vouchers,  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. 

ECD sites can become 
nutrition hubs for 
young children

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 would be 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. 

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 
based on 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. 
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development, stops children from reaching their full potential and starves economic 
growth.
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1 Digital vouchers offer a feasible 
mechanism for delivering nutrition 
support to ECD programmes

After intensive research into innovative payment systems, the 
CoCare digital voucher system was selected. It enabled local 
identification of beneficiaries through trusted NGOs, and 
redemption at spaza shops and general dealers, stimulating 
the local economy. The Project found that digital vouchers 
sent via cell phone can be effective at channelling nutrition 
support to ECD sites, providing a way to get food to children 
without the costs and risks associated with the centralised 
distribution of food parcels. However, digital vouchers need 
to be flexible and context-specific to work effectively in 
varied settings. Partnering with local NGOs is a useful way to 
operationalise this approach.

2 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. 

3 Support and monitoring ensure 
delivery

Many unregistered ECD sites had not provided food 
before and thus partners conducted sessions 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 system. Redemption 
reports 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 sent out and 
what was redeemed. However, they did not indicate who 
received and used the voucher, nor what was purchased. 

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 
photographs were also provided by ECD sites.

Figure 1: Most common food voucher purchases by 
ECD sites

4 ECD staff can be supported to 
make healthy food choices

In a survey conducted in November-December 2020 with 
1,090 sites (64% of total sites), Ilifa Labantwana explored 
the types of foods purchased with vouchers (see Figure 1).

Of the 10 highly nutritious foods recommended for 
purchase with the CoCare voucher, eight were in the top 10 
most common items purchased for child feeding by ECD 
site managers. The most common foods purchased were 
tinned pilchards (86% of sites), mealie meal and rice (82%), 
full-cream milk (75%) and vegetables (73%). While some 
less healthy food items such as sugar and snacks were 
also common, the focus was mainly on healthy groceries 
and producing healthy meals for the children. ECD owners 
went the extra mile to provide a range of nutritious food, 
often hiring transport to travel to bigger shops that could 
meet their needs. 

It is evident that, with some intentional input, ECD sites 
could become important providers of nutritious meals to 
children, supporting cognitive development and thereby 
mitigating conditions such as malnutrition and obesity. 

The following major lessons were learned during the Project.
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For more information on this or any other programme, 
please visit www.ilifalabantwana.co.za

Government should provide nutrition support 
to children in ECD programmes, irrespective 
of their registration status
The Project has shown that with minimal support, unregistered ECD sites have the desire and ability to provide good nutrition 
to young children. We therefore make the following recommendations:

• Government should seek to reach young children in 
unregistered ECD programmes with nutrition support, 
mitigating malnutrition  and supporting early learning 
outcomes.

• Government should partner with local ECD NGOs to offer 
support and training to ECD programmes to provide 
nutritious meals for young children.

• The option of using a digital voucher system as a 
funding mechanism should be explored. Partnership with 
ECD NGOs would provide the necessary support and 
monitoring.

• Further research on ECD feeding in unregistered 
programmes would be valuable in informing an advocacy 
and support agenda to ensure nutrition that benefits 
children in ECD programmes.

5 ECD feeding sparked increased 
attendance and fee payment

The ECD staff survey (February-March 2021) indicated that 
many site managers/owners felt their use of the feeding 
vouchers during the pandemic strengthened and enhanced 
their reputation and connection to parents 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 received.

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