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      n 1st August this year we celebrated 25 years of providing early childhood development (ECD) programmes across 
the nine provinces of South Africa and in neighbouring African states.  
 
The Centre for Early Childhood Development has its origin in two main initiatives - research undertaken by myself 
that found that in South Africa, we seriously lacked a national organisation that had as its main purpose the 
development of the ECD sector especially the enhancement of ECD leadership and management skills. This was 
confirmed in a study done for the British Council by Dr Walter Barker who visited South Africa in August 1992.  
 
With the help of ECD activists, Roz Witbooi and Daniel Plaatjies (now Professor), we developed the concept of a 
national ECD organisation that would be internationally respected and the benchmark against which to measure non
-profit ECD excellence. 
 
On 1 August 1994, we opened our doors in the disused garage of my house – total assets: one old fax machine, one 
half of a pencil and accompanied by a large St Bernard dog. By the way Google, Amazon, Apple, Disney, Nike and 
many others also started in a garage.  We had no funding lined up and no security.  All we had was energy and a 
commitment to bringing about an organisation that would have a national impact, would be relevant, and which 
would deliver quality ECD programmes based on expressed community needs. Our second staff member (Roz 
Witbooi) joined in September 1994 and our third (Daniel Plaatjies) in October 1994.  
   
In establishing our programmes, we decided that all of our programmes would have three essential characteristics - 
quality, quality and quality.  Our view was that if we could not be respectful of the poorest of poor communities, and 
if we could not offer the best quality programmes, then we should not be in ECD.  
 
The support we have had from the donor community has been excellent. Our first donor was the Standard Bank 
Foundation who granted us R 10,000.  It took us 8 months to raise this and was the total sum of our first year’s 
funding income generated. We also self-generated R 68,000 and a valuable lesson was learned – be self-reliant. Our 
annual expenditure budget has grown from R 78,000 in year one to R 16 million this past year. Of special pride is 
that we have had 25 clean audits, every year since we started in 1994.  
 
From the outset, we knew that the changing environment necessitated that we form strong partnerships.  Besides 
the strong partnerships with donors, we have established partnerships locally with individual ECD centres and 
programmes, with ECD forums and communities, provincially with government departments and other NPOs, 
nationally with national government and other NPOs, and internationally on all five continents.  
 
We have trained in South Africa, Namibia and Ghana and trained people from these countries plus Swaziland, 
Botswana, Zimbabwe and Lesotho.  We have spoken at international conferences in Israel, England, Norway, Chile 
and Switzerland.  Delegates to our conferences have come from Zimbabwe, Namibia, Swaziland, Botswana, Lesotho, 
Kenya, Nigeria, Ghana, the Gambia, Ethiopia, Taiwan and England.  
 
In March 1994, we were central to the founding of the South African Congress for Early Childhood Development. 
Daniel, Roz and I all held positions on this national organisation. In 2005 we founded the National Early Childhood 
Development Alliance. 
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We still have lots of work to do.  In our country, only 
about 30% of children aged 6 years and under have 
access to an early learning programme.  The quality of 
many of these programmes is poor, not because the 
teachers and supervisors wish it that way but because 
of poverty and inequality and the lack of political will.  
 
Our government still does not allocate sufficient 
resources to young children and the political will to 
meet the needs of children is absent.  As an example, 
every prisoner costs the state about R 400 per day for 
365 days of the year. The Social Development subsidy 
for ECD is a maximum of R 16 per child per day for 264 
days of the year. And there is a means test. If the 
combined family income is more than R 7,600 per 
month the family is excluded from the subsidy as being 
too wealthy. Our challenges in the years ahead must be 
to increase ECD access and improve ECD quality.  
 
Over the next 5 years, we will open our Cape Town 
Museum of Childhood. We will also expand our focus 
globally around knowledge development and sharing; 
global ECD advocacy and communication for ECD. We 
are currently putting together a team of global partners 
to do this. We will continue to provide a range of ECD 
programmes reaching vulnerable young children and 
their families. We will continue with our national 
programme building leadership in the children’s sector.  
 
The danger facing any organisation after 25 years of 
success is that it grows complacent and arrogant.  We 
have seen this in the business sector, in sport and in 
ECD where the most prominent of NPOs of years ago 
are no more. Just these past few months, well-
established NPOs, having been around for decades, 
have closed. When an organisation is at its pinnacle as 
we are, ironically it is also at its most vulnerable. If we 
become arrogant and complacent we will struggle.  
 
Thank you to everyone who has contributed to our 
success over the 25 years – it is much appreciated.  
 
 
ERIC ATMORE 
Director 

 
 
 
 

We have also made mistakes, many, and some very 
funny ones too. As much as we have been embarrassed 
on many occasions, we are also immensely proud of 
some of our achievements. 
 
Over the years we have: 
 
 Received the President’s Education Award for ECD 

during the tenure of president Nelson Mandela; 
 Launched an ECD programme at President 

Mandela’s home with him; 
 Met with all four Education ministers – Professor 

Sibusiso Bengu, Professor Kader Asmal, Dr Naledi 
Pandor and Ms Angie Motshekga 

 Met with Mr Trevor Manual when he was Minister of 
Finance and also launched an ECD financial 
management programme with him; 

 Had all three of our original staff as part of the ANC-
appointed South African Pre-School Study team. This 
study conceptualised what is now known as Grade 
R; 

 Managed South Africa’s first nation-wide ECD audit 
study, identifying and visiting 24,000 ECD centres 
across the country; 

 Developed the first Guidelines for ECD in South 
Africa for the national Department of Social 
Development; 

 Been awarded the Commonwealth Education 
Ministers Gold Award in 2006; 

 Received the best African Education IT award in 
2005; 

 Received the Impumelelo Innovations Gold Award 
twice, in 2005 and 2008 – each time for ECD 
programmes funded by the Western Cape 
Department of Social Development; 

 Been appointed a UNESCO partner in 1998 – the 
only ECD partner on the African continent; 

 Had two staff included in the Mail and Guardian 200 
Outstanding Young South Africans, including Jessica 
Blom in 2019; and 

 Published a number of books, the most recent 
being: ‘Teaching Treasures’ – eight ordinary women, 
eight extraordinary stories; ‘Programme Options for 
ECD in South Africa’ for the Presidency; ‘Madiba and 
Children’; and ‘Untold Stories – memories of 
growing up in a different era’. 

 
Our staff today are young, talented, technologically 
savvy, energetic and more qualified than ever before. 
Six of our staff have a Masters degree and higher.  
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”Heartboxing”, “All About It”, “Ballin” and “Happy Birthday”. 
Najwah Mukadam of CECD says guests were in awe and people 
danced, sang and took cellphone video recordings of him. 

Each guest also received a cupcake from the birthday cake and 
a copy of the CECD’s latest publication Untold Stories: 
Memories of Growing Up in a Different Era. 
 
CECD staff member Chanel Fredericks, who is the outreach 
programme manager for the Cape Town Museum of Childhood, 
was the master of ceremonies. 

Founder and director, Professor Eric Atmore, spoke about the 
organisation’s key milestones. 
 
“Our organisation has grown tremendously over the years, in 
both our staff numbers and range of ECD programmes and 
services. 
 
“We are eternally grateful for the support of our funders and 
stakeholders and we would like to thank everyone for playing a 
part in our journey over the past 25 years. We anticipate 
another 25 years and more of putting young children first.” 
 
Remarking on the state of ECD in the country at present, 
Atmore said: “The national integrated ECD policy, approved by 
the cabinet in December 2015, is excellent. It is comprehensive 

DRIVING CHILDREN’S RIGHTS 
FOR TWENTY FIVE YEARS 

 
 

~ Nettalie Viljoen 
 
 

August marks the Centre for Early Childhood Development’s 
(CECD) 25th year of putting young children first. 
 
On Thursday 1 August, CECD staff members, funders and 
friends came together to celebrate this huge achievement at the 
Tuscany Garden’s (Cathkin Caterers) in Rylands, Athlone. 

About 140 guests were treated to welcome drinks on arrival, 
followed by a three-course dinner. A lively performance by a 
steel band made up of a group of high school learners from the 
Cape Flats kicked off the evening’s festivities. 
 
The steel band is one of 16 taught by The Steelband Project 
Western Cape. The project’s core focus is to provide quality 
music education to young people, with a particular focus on 
youth in under-resourced communities and “youth-at-risk”. 

Adding a touch of glitz and glamour to proceedings was Jimmy 
Nevis who wowed guests with five songs X “7764”, 
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Some of its milestones from the past 25 years inlude: 
 
In 1995, it received its very first donation of R10 000; 

In 1996, it developed the first (and only) ECD leadership and 
management programme on the African continent; 

In 1997, it was awarded the first ECD tender to pilot Grade R 
programme training, for the Northern Cape, and subsequently 
in Kwa-Zulu Natal and the Western Cape. 

and integrated. However, the political will to drive it is missing 
as is the funding for implementation.” 

The organisation urges the government to politically drive child 
rights and ECD programmes and quality. Until this is done, 
CECD believes that young children will not thrive and South 
Africa’s poor record of caring for children will continue. 
 
Guests at the event thoroughly enjoyed themselves and were 
full of praise. 
 
“What an amazing celebration last night – a well-organised 
event with so many lovely touches. We are looking forward to 
reading our gift book,” said David Gore, the director of the 
College of Magic. 
 
Tughfa Hamdulay, director: ECD and partial care, congratulated 
the organisation on the great work that it has done, and 
continues to do, for the past 25 years. “Many of it being highly 
innovative and groundbreaking. A well-organised event that was 
streamlined, with a short and sharp programme… and Jimmy 
Nevis … what more can I say.” 

CECD offers a range of national ECD programmes and services, 
including an integrated ECD programme that focuses on the 
growth and development of ECD centres through mentoring, 
coaching and providing support to governing bodies, principals 
and staff members to improve their services to young children. 

EARLY YEARS 
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SOME ADDITIONAL 
PHOTOGRAPHS FROM CECD’S 

BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION… 

CECD Board member, Dylan Wray, and CECD’s Operations 
Manager, Rukea Shaik, presenting Eric Atmore and Roz Witbooi 
a gift of recognition and appreciation for all the work they have 
done in the ECD sector. 

Guests enjoying the evening, including Adam and Mohamed 
Ebrahim of Oasis Asset Management. 

Eric Atmore’s PhD supervisor, Professor Nuraan Davids, with 
Jimmy Nevis. 

In 1998, it was awarded the Presidential Award for Education 
Excellence; 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In 2000, CECD was the Nationwide ECD Audit Study tender, 
where 23 482 ECD centres were located; 

In 2003, it started its first ECD centre infrastructure upgrade 
programme. 

In 2010, a world-class ECD centre in Philadelphia, for 80 
children was built. 
 
Since then, the organisation has erected numerous ECD centres 
and conducted minor upgrades of many existing facilities. 

 
Article  available at  

https://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/Local/Peoples-Post/
driving-childrens-rights-for-25-years 
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